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ABSTRACT
Told in a series of vignettes, Callaway, explores life in a newly
established gated community, part of the epidemic of suburban
communities sprouting up throughout Southern California. Through the
voice of Chris Parker, a 30+ mother, teacher, and military wife, we watch
her struggle to adapt to the conformity of a modem gated community
"run" by her nemesis, uberefficient mom, Mary Tillman. We explore the
complexity of the residents of Callaway as they negotiate the role-defining
parameters of modern society uncovering their own desires and needs as
wives, mothers, and friends. Through their relationships with each other,
their spouses, their neighbors and themselves, several themes emergefeminism, sexuality, materialism, and military life in modern America.
Through satirical situations the characters struggle to define themselves
within a community with guidelines meant to enforce conformity and
eliminate individuality. The Callaway residents represent people trying to
negotiate the many society-defining parameters of existence and the
continued search for community, inner-personal relationships, and selfidentity.
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Callaway
byKimCirka
Introduction
My novel_ about a neighborhood in Southern California, consists of a
group of stories that reflect experiences I've had as a mom. Writing these
stories has helped me to negotiate the role of motherhood among many other
roles I play in my life. Being a parent is demanding, and moms today are
bombarded with images of perfection. In middle class American culture
moms are challenged to take an active role in their children's education,
maintain a fridge full of healthy choices, join playgroups, carpool, clean
house, cook, shop, schedule sports and other extracurricular activities,
contribute to the household financially, nurse family illnesses, and still
maintain a fit body by hitting the gym or utilizing the baby jogger. While
moms are constantly juggling responsibilities, they don't have time to master
any one of the tasks for which they're accountable. Moms face an inordinate
amount of pressure to excel at a variety of duties and often the most
important and meaningful aspects of their lives, such as personal
relationships or personal goals, are neglected. My stories focus on a
neighborhood where most of the moms stay at home. Only one of my
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characters, Nadine, is faced with the overwhelming pressure of being a single
parent. The other female characters, including my protagonist, polish their
domestic responsibilities and become obsessive about perfecting a meal or
sculpting their bodies. I often write in the vein of satire, poking fun at the
amount of time and energy women put into being the perfect mother and
homemaker. My stories begin by reinforcing stereotypes, but my overall goal
is to expose the complexity of the female characters whose deeper layers are
hidden beneath the cloak of "mom." In my novel, I explore the conflicting
roles mothers face and the obstacles they encounter in creating their own
identities. Through a series of short stories, vignettes of life, in an emblematic
gated community, I expose the myths and stereotypes of modem motherhood
by pointing out the many issues and pressures that face the moms in this
particular subculture. Through friendship, and the inevitable conflicts that
arise while developing complex relationships, my characters become fully
realized and diverse women.
My Genre: Popular Fiction
I am a glutton when it comes to devouring novels like Divine Secrets of

the Ya Ya Sisterhood, The Mermaid Chaire, White Oleander, and Crazy Ladies. All
of these stories have motherhood in common, and they do a fantastic job of
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interrogating the many roles women fulfill in American society. I chose to
write in the genre of popular fiction and focus on the relationships of mothers
within a particular peer group where women are relatively privileged. My

characters live in a gated community and don't have to worry about finances
or crime. I chose to place the neighborhood in Southern California because it
is a strange subculture of materialism, physical fitness, warm weather,
competitiveness, and above all, image. Popular culture often informs the
roles American society holds up as models. Popular novels, films, and
television series often reinforce outdated roles of women, but new work is
emerging which debunks stereotyped notions of motherhood.
Recent television series and novels are significantly interrogating
gender roles, especially when it comes to mothers. Mothers are no longer
seen as cookie baking nurturers. Desperate Housewives, a hugely popular
television series, has perfect-seeming mothers tum into alcoholics or sexcrazed maniacs. Desperate Housewives appeals to the public because it is not
only entertaining but also tells about the conflicting (and often competitive
roles) women face in our society. I've found the best way to write about
uncomfortable social issues is through the popular culture genre. I hope that

Callaway takes on the humorous and satirical spirit of Desperate Housewives
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while critically analyzing issues of sexuality and social protocol as do novels
like White Oleander.
Mom Choices
I want my novel to significantly interrogate gender roles because
women who are also mothers have many choices to contend with and conflict
often arises as a result. In her book, Living Out Loud, Anna Quindlen
expresses her joy and frustration about the fact that modem women struggle
with too many choices and rivaling concepts of feminism:
Now I know that I was one among many, that all over America and
indeed the world women were beginning to feel this same way,
beginning to feel the great blessing and the horrible curse of enormous
possibility: "Oh, you girls," an elderly woman once sighed, talking to
me of my job and looking down at my belly big with child as we sat
together ... All these choices for you." I smiled, and she sighed. "I feel
sorry for you," she added, and I smiled again, for I knew she was right.
(xvi-xvii)
Quindlen stresses that her mother, whose roles were defined for her and were
socially concrete-wife, mother, homemaker-is much different from
contemporary women. The feminist movement made the concept of choice
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imaginable and acceptable but couldn't foresee the burden of so many choices
and competing responsibilities.
Television, film, and print magazines, all reinforce the notion that
women should be all things. In an episode of Desperate Housewives, one of
the main characters, Lynette, once a successful corporate executive on her
way up the ladder, struggles with the new role of full-time mother to four
boys. She is in constant conflict, wanting to be fulfilled with raising her
children and with the desire to be in the working world, a world that was full
of accolades and accreditation for her hard work. On the soccer field one day,
another woman asks her, "Isn't being a mother great?" and Lynette must
force out a yes. The weight of being a woman and having competing choices
is often hushed because most woman want to "have it all," but these choices
force an array of burdens on modern mothers.
Mom Body
Mothers (who bear biological children) may be particularly aware of
self image because their bodies have changed in numerous ways in the
process of conceiving and birthing children. Mothers are aware of the
supermodel paradigm of the body. If a mother's body can appear to be
perfect, it is more prized than an typical body because she had to work to get
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herself in shape. She can be the "virgin" persona of maternal good, while
attracting attention with her "hot" body. She is off limits, but sexy and
envied by other moms who haven't met such physical standards. Physical
appearance could be perceived as a last bastion of control and individuality.
There's always the threat that maintaining a perfect diet and exercise regimen
could also be another way to keep up with the Joneses in the same way that
we upgrade our cars or enroll our children in extracurricular activities.
Mothers are also sensitive about their bodies because they want to
appear attractive to their mates. Anna Quindlen remembers her body when it
changed dramatically:
For most of my life I have pursued a policy toward my body that could
best be characterized as benign neglect .. .Then, in the space of two
years, I had two children .. .I work out so that my husband will not
gasp when he runs into me in the bathroom and take off with an
eighteen-year-old who looks as good out of her clothes as in them. It's
as simple as that. (54)
American culture is obsessed with physical beauty, and moms are
particularly sensitive about maintaining attractiveness. Magazine covers
often display celebrity moms in perfect shape weeks after having a baby. The
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message is that after you pop out a newborn you better be ready to hit the

gym and enroll in Pilates and various cardio classes. I can relate to
Quindlen' s thoughts on remaining attractive. Many of my friends and family
members obsess over what they eat and how often they work out. I try to
justify my own workout behavior by calling myself "balanced and healthy,"
but part of me realizes that the need to be physically attractive is just as
important as being healthy. Maintaining physical activity leads to feeling
attractive and being in control of one's sexuality.
Mom Sex
One of my goals was to create a protagonist who is flawed and
insightful. She is a mother who is content with her life but is always
overturning notions of being a stay at home mom. She is also competing for
moments to call her own. One of the ways she reconciles her domestic duties
and time for herself is through her sexuality. She is in her early thirties with
two small children and she is at her proverbial sexual peak but has little time
to indulge herself, so she spends a lot of time thinking about sex which makes
her feel somewhat uncomfortable.
Motherhood and sex is somewhat taboo which is ironic considering
how physiologically one becomes a mother. When I was eight months
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pregnant with my first child, I complained to my neighbor about how tight
my pants were around my bulging belly while we were walking to get our
mail. I'll never forget her response, "at least you have an excuse for being
unattractive." She was right, I did, but I wondered if she was implying that
pregnant women and mothers are no longer sexual beings. Will it ever be
acceptable for a pregnant woman to desire sex or be desired sexually? To
take the idea even further, can a mother have sexual desires and still uphold
the model of "good mother" without feeling ashamed? Michael Warner, a
gay rights advocate, discusses the issues surrounding sexual shame in
America in his book The Trouble with Normal:
Failing to recognize that there is a politics of sexual shame .. .leads to
mistakes: it confuses individuals, cowing them out of their sexual
dignity; it leaves national politics pious and disingenuous about sex.
(24)

The issues that surround gay politics and sexual shame also affect women,
especially mothers. Mothers are to suppress their sexuality much like the gay
community is supposed to suppress their "sexual dignity." Since femininity
and sexuality are so deeply intertwined in our culture, women who become
mothers can't be defined outside of motherhood once they birth a child. A
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woman is not just a woman once she has children: she is a mother who is
beholden to certain cultural expectations and is often denied self-expression
because of her overarching responsibility to her children. Accordingly, I put
my protagonist in situations that illuminate her sexuality. In her eyes, she is
still a woman who fantasizes and has sexual desires but is aware of her place
as a mother.
Paradoxically, popular culture seems to exploit sexuality on every
level, even for mothers. The expression MILF (Mother I'd Like to Fuck) has
become popular in the past couple of years. The MILF acronym furthers my
point that a woman cannot be defined as a sexual being inside or outside of
motherhood once she births a child. This expression has become so popular it
has been printed on t-shirts so that attractive moms can wear the MILF
emblem across their breasts. Some word jockey has both liberated and
exploited maternal sexuality by making a MILF the new hot commodity in
American culture. I tend to believe that the idea of being a MILF is more
interesting to our culture than acting it out. I don't think we're ready to see
an attractive mother act out her sexuality in any public way. I chose to
capitalize on the MILF phenomena in my novel by using sexuality, especially
the sexuality of physically and sexually mature mothers, in my novel to serve

10

as a springboard for larger issues in the text about individuality outside the
labels moms are given.
Mom Image
Mothers are particularly concerned with image since disposable
income and material wealth have become more abundant in the past several
decades. In The Beauty Myth, Naomi Wolf claims that "material restraints are
dangerously loosened" (14) in American society. Women have more freedom
and access to cash and use that income to improve their physical beauty. In
what Wolf calls the beauty myth:
"Beauty" is a currency system like the gold standard .. .It is determined
by politics and in the modern age in the West it is the last, best belief
system that keeps male dominance intact .. .In assigning value to
women in a vertical hierarchy according to a culturally imposed
physical standard, it is an expression of power relations in which
women must unnaturally compete for resources that men have
appropriated for themselves. (Wolf, 12)
Wolf asserts that women have breached many power structures over the past
several decades, but have not overcome the pressure in society to be beautiful
because beauty is also a hierarchal way of "assigning value to women." I
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have to agree. I always dress up before going to a parent teacher conference
or doctor's appointment. I find that if I look my best, I am taken more
seriously. There is a physical standard that is not only required to get a job
but also to get respect.
Depictions of women in mass media still uphold the hegemonic view
of women in American society. While images of motherhood are slowly
changing, the media is largely responsible for shaping public policy toward
women. Susan Douglas, in her book Where the Girls Are finds that popular
culture is confused about motherhood:
Thanks to the women's movement, my consciousness as a woman and
as a mother was very different from my mother's. I was aware of our
country's pathological schizophrenia about mothers and children:
revere them in imagery, revile them in public policy .. .I had the
language, as well as the sense of obligation, to dissect the media's role
in sustaining this hypocrisy. (279)
Mothers are faced with an array of challenges based on their socio-economic
status. But if we isolate the media to their own representatives we see female
newscaster wearing short skirts, high heels, and more lip gloss than an
adolescent girl, while pregnant newscasters are covered up and conservative.
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It's no wonder women are beholden to a standard that requires us to be both
sexually appealing and/or professional when it is appropriate for the
American public.
Mothers are a packaged commodity, and if you disagree, just head to a
magazine rack and have a glance at the rows of parenting and children
centered covers. Many women strive to fit the role of the "picture perfect
parent," and in tract home communities where homes are close together and
families have little privacy, there is a lot of pressure to appear extraordinary.
I recently moved from the west coast to the east coast and I've found that
subdivision communities are not much different. I've known neighbors who
drink vodka out of a coffee mug while they watch their children play in the
cul-de-sac before noon as well as married couples who live in separate rooms
but, to keep up appearances, won't separate. Parenting perfection and the
goal to aspire to the nuclear family ideal creates a lot of pressure. In my
experience, people go to great lengths to perpetuate or construct the perfect
home despite their compulsion to live in direct opposition to the fa~ade they
maintain.
Competitive Moms
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Mothers can be competitive creatures who wish to fit into a particular
mold or fulfill an ideal in order to be substantial and productive members of
society. I reluctantly admit that I am also guilty of being a competitive
II

mom," and I find it very helpful to investigate popular notions of
motherhood in order to better negotiate and understand my own existence.
My novel focuses on moms who are competitive out of necessity and/or out
of a need to fit into a positive image of motherhood. In Callaway, moms don't
have coffee with their peers, they have playgroups where children are the
center of the universe and adult conversation is hushed by the excitement of
new discoveries. Playgroups are political powerhouses where women create
coalitions to feel included in a group and children become constituents
dressed in Baby Gap.
Within the gates of Callaway there is a war brewing among participants
in the mommy culture. Stay at home moms are often considered gossips,
lazy, or spoiled. Working moms can be considered selfish or non-nurturing.
Moms are easily labeled (and easily label each other). There is a sort of
hierarchy of mothers (i.e. who has the most money, who's the most attentive
to her children, who has the best body, and so on). There is a sense of
isolation in this community because my characters have more interaction
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with the neighbors than they do with their partners, and despite the fact that
they depend on each other, their interaction is not always benevolent. The
fast paced, material driven lifestyle of my characters often causes resentment,
jealousy and criticism. One of my goals is to create a text where the
interaction between the mothers in a gated neighborhood is complicated. The
gate creates a sort of "lock down" where characters are forced to interact with
one another. The paradox is that the gate promises protection from outsiders
but also creates a prison atmosphere within.
Morn as Object
Considering the pressure morns face, mothers are unfairly objectified
in their everyday lives, and popular culture reinforces the idea that a morn is
an object. Morns are portrayed in the service of their children or significant
other without having an identity of their own. Part of my story serves to
argue against popular models of motherhood. My biggest authorial influence
is Kate Chopin and her novel The Awakening. Chopin is my cultural
antecedent, examining female identity within a set of cultural values and
expectations. Although my writing genre is different from Chopin's, my goal
is to shed light on issues that face women, in particular mothers. Sandra
Gilbert's essay "The Second Corning of Aphrodite: Kate Chopin's Fantasy of
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Desire" examines the cultural expectations of females in Chopin's The

Awakening:
Porches and pianos, mothers and children, skirts and sunshades- all
these are the props and properties of domesticity, the key elements of
what in the nineteenth century was called "women's sphere," and it is
in this sphere, on the edge of a blue gulf, that Edna Pontellier is
securely caged when she first appears ... she is confined in what is not
only literally a "woman's sphere" but, symbolically speaking, the
Woman's House ... every object and figure [here] has not only a literal
domestic function and a dreamlike symbolic radiance but a
distinctively female symbolic significance. (47)
The twenty-first century has changed the "women's sphere" dramatically, but
issues of "props and properties of domesticity" still bind women. The

Callaway neighborhood is full of such props and properties. Homes are
pruned inside and out to create a domestic aesthetic where mothers or
homemakers are in a constant cycle of improvement. Many of my characters
are neurotic about perfecting their domestic space especially since there is a
pending magazine layout of the neighborhood. My protagonist is fully aware
of the "woman's sphere" in her community and is constantly examining her
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spiritual, sexual and social role outside and within this sphere. Chris is
searching for her "awakening" because, like The Awakening's Edna, she feels
caged in her gated community. Unlike Edna, however, Chris puts herself in
the center of the women's sphere. She is the social hub of Callaway where she
acts a sort of diplomat between and among neighbors. In the spirit of satire,
she survives on small doses of cynicism and large doses of humor, and while
she sees the inherent problems in the neighborhood, she knows that she is an
integral part of the community.
Mom as Subject
Chopin used water in many of her stories to symbolize escape and
female autonomy. I set a pool in the center of Callaway to be both a place of
solitude and society. It is the meeting place of the neighbors, especially the
moms, and it is meant to be a modem town square where information is
disseminated, gossip is spread, neighbor's bond and children play. The pool
is also a means of escape or "me time" for the residents of Callaway. My
protagonist uses the pool to dive and hold her breath as long as possible,
forgetting the social, cultural, and familial obligations that lurk just above the
surface. Water represents more than the fluidity of a woman's soul, it is also
a connection to the world in which we live and are forced to interact. The
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community pool seemed like a significant way to show Chris's longing for
freedom and nature, while paradoxically finding peace in a man-made pool
where nature is constructed within the walls of the community.
I think Chopin would have rejected the notion of the swimming pool
as a form of awakening because it is too much of a compromise, but I want to
show the extent to which my characters have to compromise in order to
survive, especially since most of my characters are responsible for small
children. They only have moments of solitude and reflection and often these
moments are found completely outside of nature. Like Chopin, I'm
examining the female view of sexuality, loneliness, regret and children.
Women in American society are bound to the traditions and expectations of a
materialistic and judgmental culture. The emotional journey of women in the
twenty first century is not much different from the emotional journey Chopin
revealed in her storytelling. I argue that superficial constructs such as status,
homeownership, even education overshadow the concrete emotions and
individual goals of my characters.

Callaway is a newly established community, part of the epidemic of
suburban communities sprouting up throughout Southern California. Gated
to preserve the image of domesticity, manicured lawns, cookie-cutter houses
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in perfect proportion to each other. There are community events that
promote the idea of togetherness and assimilation to a status quo, and
community guidelines which further enforce conformity and eliminate
diversity. Like the roles prescribed to motherhood, the community is
representative of society defining parameters of existence. It is when we wipe
away the fa<;ade that we begin to see the subjectivity beneath. The Callaway
characters, especially the mothers, represent the need for women to feel
connected to a community, develop personal relationships, and reach
personal goals no matter how misdirected or twisted their path may be.
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Entries and Exits
I watched Andy from across the room while fingering the smoothness
of my purple journal. He had Liv on his chest coddling her like a newborn.
She was nearly five, and the chubbiness on her legs was starting to disappear.
She played along as if she knew she had to stay little for him a while longer.
The overstuffed couch was completely sunken on one side from the weight of
the three of them. Nikki was drawing stick figures on his feet with
permanent marker, and bits of popcorn were strewn across the rug. On the
eve of our first daughter's first communion and our second daughter's first
loose tooth, Andy was preparing to leave again.
Andy gave me the journal the first time he left for the Middle East.
Inside the cover he inscribed "You are my navigator." I'm not sure if he
meant that I could give him solid directions to the grocery store or if he was
attempting a more profound metaphor, but either way, he was right. He
gives us momentum and I do the navigating. It took me a long time to learn
how to drive. Two weeks after he left the first time, I gave birth to Nikki, and
I had little time to apply deodorant or change the toilet paper roll much less
propel myself to write in the journal. The Marine Corps took Andy and left
me with a new child in the Midwest with no family or friends. I was lost for
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the first time in my life. The life of a pilot's wife was not as romantic as I'd
imagined. It was winter time and the only thing I was good at was making
cream-based soups. I didn't even consider myself a good mother. Nikki
tugged at my breasts with hunger nearly every hour, and I felt more like a
milking cow than a woman. I cried when her socks worked their way off her
tiny feet. Little tasks weighed more than the loneliness of Andy being gone,
so I began to live in a fantasy world. I attempted fantasies of packing up and
heading back to California where I'd escape in a fast car, no child present, but
this type of daydreaming made me feel like an adolescent girl running away
from reality, so I took my frustrations out on the journal three months into a
six month deployment. People say that half way through a deployment it gets
easier-downhill from there-but I found the exact opposite to be true. I
became so accustomed to being alone that I didn't think about Andy for more
than a moment, and I wondered (occasionally) what was left of us. Yet here
we were so many years later as comfortable and grounded as ever.
"Do you want a ham sandwich or a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?"
Andy asked as he squished one girl on top of the other.
"Cheese! I wanna cheese sandwich daddy," said Liv, stuck in the
middle.
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"No. Ham. Ham is better, and I want white bread/' said Nikki.
"I think we should have a triple decker with jalapenos!" said Andy,
and more giggles erupted.
I wanted to join their game-a game I made up-but I was already
feeling the pull of the journal and the contentment of having everyone just as
comfortable without my intruding. The TV hummed the Jimmy Neutron
theme song, and the ceiling fan was rattling from the vaulted ceiling, but all
was calm. My journal, now full of notes, entries, quotes, and ramblings
prepared me for the next deployment and reminded me that nothing could be
as complicated and challenging as being a new mom. I basked in the comfort
of being past the diaper changing stage in my life and into the stage of
building roots with my kids and my neighbors. Andywas leaving me alone
againwith our girls more grown up and independent. They looked so
confident on the couch sitting on him, knowing he's leaving, sure he's coming
home. I couldn't stop bouncing between the journal, full with stories of Nikki
and me alone in a state that had more farmland than urban sprawt and the
reality of my content family sitting before me. I heard Nikki objecting loudly
and I looked up to see that Andy was washing the hieroglyphics off his feet
with baby wipes.
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"Dad, that took me a long time/' she said.
"I can't walk around with drawings on my feet/' Andy said.
"The girls are really going to miss you, hon." I said.
He reached out and touched them at the same time and smiled. "I
know."
"I'm going to miss you too."
"You too baby. It's coming too soon."
"I can't believe you still have that journal. It's so old and dingy now.
Didn't it used to have a dingle ball page holder?"
Jimmy Neutron launched a rocket made out of a toaster into outer
space and a catchy jingle started up and grabbed his attention again. Andy
was a big kid wide-eyed watching Jimmy like his life depended on it.
The journal is dingy now. The cover was so worn I could only find
traces of its purple glamour. I hadn't opened it for six years. I wrote it
during a painful and lonely time, and up until now I hadn't had the courage
to read what I wrote back then. I opened the first page and read, "I didn't
sign up for this." Next came a page about the color of Nikki's eyes. I almost
forgot how much I resented her for looking like Andy. Every time she looked
up at me with her yellow blue eyes, I saw his curiousness which was
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thousands of miles away. I found another entry that I titled "Denial or
Divorce?" where I went on a philosophical rant about the validity of a
marriage when the partners are living apart. Later I wrote an article that
could have been published on a depression website, "Post Partum Depression
vs. the Battle of the Waistline." My last entry trailed various themes and
general sentiments of loneliness under the title of, "Life sucks."
The journal, despite its bittersweet entries, was the best gift Andy had
ever given me. He gave me a space of my own without realizing how much I
really needed it. My idealistic notion of love letters and romantic entries, I
am ashamed to admit, turned into a litany of self-centered pity and humor.
Andy was in Kuwait, and I was lost in fifty six dirty diapers a week. The
journal was my fighting chance to know myself outside of "Andy's wife,"
"Olivia's mom," "the pilot's wife," "military wife," or my personal favorite,
"a homemaker."
I wonder il there are mothers who never come out of that stage of
losing their individuality. The only thing that kept me going was the
reminder that children are only babies for a few short years and life will
return to a reasonable pace where there will be time to take a shower alone
and read a book that contains more than eight pages. I feel more of me
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coming back every day that the girls get older and I'm thankful for the anchor
of motherhood but glad it didn't sink me for good.
"I'm excited for Nikki's swim meet this Saturday. She's come such a
long way since last summer," I said, remembering the schedule of the
upcoming weekend.
"She's going to do great," Andy said, still staring at the 1V screen.
Hundreds of journal entries later and I've become accustomed to the
life of a traveling husband; I've turned my attention to less profound
material. 1bis week I've titled my journal entry "Aggressive Scrapbookers."
Mary was holding another of her homemaker craft parties on Saturday night.
I usually drop in to socialize for a few minutes, do a half page of nonsensical
cutting and pasting, and find a transparent excuse to go back homeescaping from the crafty women of America. Mary's family vacation album
from their trip to Yellowstone was covered in faux grizzly fur. The level of
creativity and perfection associated with these scrapbooks is a reflection of
the kind of family Mary is raising. Mary's scrapbook is an attempt to feel like
a productive member of society even though she sees no distinction between
her individuality and her bond to her children. Or at least that's what I wrote
in my journal last week.

27

"What are we having for dinner?" Andy asked.
"Not sure. What do you feel like?" I asked. "Taco salad?"
"Do we have avocado?"
"Yeah, they should be ripe by now."
Andy has an amazing appetite. He can make everything from
macaroni and cheese out of a box to homemade pesto and still keep his
weight off thanks to his mandatory nms. His pre-deployment training over
the past eight months had made his golden skin look older, and he had
sprouted some gray hair. I tried to keep up with the days he had pepper
spray testing or communication drills, but I was inundated with gymnastics
and school fundraisers. He wrestled the girls off the couch and made his way
toward me.
"Did you ever think we'd have it this good?" I said. "Look at them."
He turned back and smiled at his blue-eyed tomboys and smiled again
at me.
"What's in that journal anyway?" he asked.
"Nothing interesting unless you like harlequin novels and Oprah
Winfrey," I said.
"Say no more." He gave me a long hug that felt prickly and safe.
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We were back in California a million miles from the cream-based
soups of the Midwest, and we were planting roots again.
"Think I have time to fix the ceiling fan?"
"Sure. I've got to finish up the painting in the bathroom," I said. "I'll
catch up with you at bedtime."
"Count on it."
I always considered myself the Habitat for Humanity type; the person
who considers if she needs new running shoes or just wants them. After all,
there are starving children in the world and needs should come before wants.
So my superego is ashamed of my primal need to compete with neighbors for
the perfect home. I tell myself, and Andy, that it's just a phase and we'll get
back to reading books and playing educational games with our children just
as soon as I find coordinating drapes and wall hangings for the living room.
It's just as well that we're busy. Our neighborhood is competing for a
layout in Quality Living magazine, so it gives Andy and me an excuse to avoid
each other by throwing ourselves into housework and HOA meetings. Andy
and I haven't spoken more than a few words about his leaving, and I feel like
the deployment is really a covert operation of the heart. Our silence is a way
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to keep us engaged in the present. I don't want to know the details and he
doesn't tell me. I have the date-one month and counting.
I did make it to the pre-deployment briefing at the base chapel where
there were an abundance of young married couples, all under 21. Some of
them had new babies with them. There was a lot of crying and clinging
among children, wives and husbands and that's about all I remember. I
didn't write down the number to the local red cross in case of an emergency.
I just stared at those young women-babies with their babies-and I felt what
it must be like to be the last petal on a tulip before the scorch of summer. Not
much different from the days I clung to my purple journal.
I needed a break from journal grazing. I set it back on the top shelf on
the bookcase to keep the Liv from coloring on it. "Girls, let's get out of the
house and work in the flowerbed."
"I get the blue shovel," said Nikki.
"No! She always gets the blue one," Liv yelled.
Someone once told me that the key to being a magical mother lay in
changing the direction of the wind.
"We're going to clean the paintbrushes instead," I said. "Somebody
run in the kitchen and get me the dish soap."
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I walked out front to fill the paint bucket with cool water from the hose and
glanced at my suburban stucco neighborhood. The homes were as identical
as shrimp. Even the bougainvilleas were perfect, tamed by staples and
immigrant gardeners. Cars parked obediently in their garages and water
hoses hid in decorative pots. Each driveway was devoid of oil stains and tire
marks. Only glimpses of individuality show through, like a pewter door
knocker, or potted Japanese Sago. I slowly breathed in the chlorine and
saltwater air. This carefully constructed utopia was a world I'd never
thought I'd find myself near, let alone happy in, a far cry from the studio
apartment Andy and I had on D Street our first year of marriage.
Nadine is the only neighbor who drives a beat up car and parks it in
her driveway. It is the only visual flaw in the neighborhood, but it doesn't
leave oil stains so it's immune from being evicted. I can hear her voice, "you
don't like my rusty minivan? Well shove it up your ass." Her accent falls
somewhere between Cape Cod and Boston where she grew up. Her "r"
comes out sounding like a "w" which makes her sound soft and hard at the
same time. "You don't like my fuckin' car?" She always jokes with me about
it because she's taken so much crap over it the past year. She's had notes
from the HOA suggesting she park it inside the garage. Neighbors have
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complained about it within earshot, and Nadine takes it like a powder-puff
football player blocking a pass. There's nothing quite as satisfying as living
in a neighborhood where Mary parks her Mercedes SUV in the driveway to
show it off and Nadine parks her Chevy in the driveway to piss people off.
"Mama, here's the dish soap," Liv was balancing the dish soap and the
stepstool at the same time.
"She said she didn't want any help, so I'm not gonna help her," said
Nikki.

"Why don't you see if Aaron is home," I said. "Miss Nadine's car is in
the driveway and I bet Aaron would love to come over and paint with us."
"Okay mama," said Liv. "I go first Nick--eel"
The girls took off in a race to Nadine's house pulling and poking at
each other along the way.
"Be careful and don't fight in front of Miss Nadine," I yelled after
them.
"Miss Nadine" is the exact opposite of Nadine's persona. The first
time she heard me address her as Miss Nadine she told me I sounded like a
schoolmarm. I make the girls call adults "Miss" or "Mr." It sounds awkward
to me too because I like the laid back style of California I grew up with, but

32

the Midwest taught me some down-home manners that I can't seem to shake.
Sometimes I sound like a transplant from the 50's. "Children, Deference, and
the Questioning of Authority," that's a journal entry that I might have to
explore when I have more time.
"Mommy, Aaron isn't home," said Liv. "Miss Nadine said he's at the
skate park."
"Okay, well let's get these brushes rinsed out and get to work on
painting the bathroom."
The shades of taupe and mocha from the bedroom painting I
accomplished yesterday ran clean in the water. I was ready to take on a bold
color today. Something red or orange that would add some life and hope to
our day. "Purple" fell off my lips. Liv' s little fingers squished the paint from
the bristles while Nikki went on and on about her new bathroom. She's eight
and she's already claimed the top two drawers for her hairbrushes and tooth
floss.
"Purple is so girly mom. Can't we do blue or something," she said.
"I'm not feeling blue today. We can use blue to paint the sky on the
ceiling, but we need a color that will show our personalities. We are girls,
after all-women."
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"When daddy's gone, we can paint the whole house purple," said
Nikki.
"We sure can, honey," I said. "While daddy's gone we can paint
everything purple."
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The Dink Dink Laws
Tommy is the hub of the neighborhood. His front porch sucks in more
people than a revolving door at a Saturday night hotspot, but today he's
wandering the neighborhood in his cargo shorts and wife beater. The sway
of the palm trees in the midday breeze follows his cadence and the sidewalk
summons the sun to warm his bare feet. He's an infantry Captain with gun
metal for teeth fillings and an M-16 under his pillow. He's our neighborhood
watchdog. Looks like a Bulldog-a devil dog-watching over his fence at
night with his blue eyes and square face. His thighs look like they weigh
more than my whole body and he's got a heart made of pure marshmallow
fluff.
"Hey Chris, what up?" He fisted his electric razor while trimming his
stubble.
"What are you up to Tommy?" I stood from washing the wheels on
my car and rung the sponge into a bucket of dirty water still trying to decide
if I would take the time to give it a wax.
"Not much," he said. "Got some time off today, figured I'd cruise the
hood and see whaz up."
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Despite Tommy's methodical shave job he still had a five o' clock
shadow. His razor slowed to a hum, but he kept it on his face while we
talked.
"You and Glenn should come down for dinner tonight. Andy's
grilling ribs."
"Sounds good," he said. "You up for a mean game of cribbage or
what?
"Absolutely. It's about time Glenn and I skunk you guys again."
"Whatevers! All you got is piss water in your fridge?"
11

I can't drink brown ale and look this thin." I smoothed my figure to

add emphasis.
11

You cook the sup and I'll bring the beer. That'll be our standing

agreement."
11

Think Glenn will make his brownie cheesecake?" I asked.

"I'll see what I can do. He's working on a tree-thing-centerpiece for
the dining room."
"Topiary? He wants the house perfect for the photographers," I said.
"Yeah. Is my boy Andy pruning the gardenias or what?"
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Andy and Tommy went through officer's training course together and
in the small world of the Marine Corps we ended up back in California
together, buying a house on the same street.
"I've got him trained better than the Corps, Tommy."
"Don't I know it, woman." He stepped back into his cadence. The
humming from the razor was nearly gone as Tommy made his way to
Nadine's driveway.
Tommy reminds me of why we bought a house here. I wanted a
neighborhood that was unscripted and friendly, but it's one year later and
I've found the exact opposite to be true of Callaway. Weekend jaunts to the
pool and impromptu barbeques have turned into play dates and gourmet
cook offs. The booming housing market allowed average people to sell their
starter homes for a colossal amount of money and move up in the world.
With the money Tommy made off his condo he bought a hot tub and stainless
steel appliances. Mary traded in her minivan for a luxury SUV, and Nadine
took a two week vacation to Australia minutes after Robbie left her. Even
Andy and I are motivated by the rage toward perfection, but our military
roots and Home Depot card limit bring us down to earth.
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I decided against waxing the car. There's still enough daylight to take
the girls to the pool and take a walk.
"Babe, are you almost done washing the car?" Andy asked as he
walked out the front door.
"Yeah. Tommy and Glenn are coming for dinner."
"In that case, we're going to need some more ketchup." He perched

himself up on the porch to make eye contact. His restless hair was a shade of
white from sanding stucco.
"Seriously? I just bought a new bottle last week."
"Yup, Tommy cleans us out every time he comes over. By the way,
Mary just called and sounded weird. Maybe you should go over and see if
Liv is okay."
"Are you serious, Andy! Why didn't you tell me right away?"
"It can't be that bad. I mean, I don't see any police cars pulling through

the gate."
"Very funny." I wiped the sweat off my forehead and smoothed my
eyebrows in the driver side mirror before I saw Mary's reflection walking
toward me.
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Mary's hair was fighting the wind, and her velour track suit had a tiny
stain just above her left breast. She looked shaken. She never looked shaken.
"Chris, Liv says she caught Harry and William pulling each other's
pants down. Do you think something could be wrong, Chris? I mean should
I tell Jon Jon?" Mary was concerned and right up in my face as usual.
"Where' s Liv?"
"Oh, Chris, do you think she saw everything? I would be absolutely
horrified. I told them that it's not okay to be locked in a room with someone
else. I've told them about the dink dink laws."
"Dink dink laws?" I wasn't especially interested, but I was trying to
look concerned so she wouldn't notice me staring at the stain on her chest.
"William and Harry aren't allowed to touch their own dink dinks
unless it's potty time and no one else is ever allowed to touch their dink
dinks," she was starting to enunciate every syllable. "Those are the dink
dink laws."
"Mary, it's okay. I mean it's normal," I said.
"Chris, I don't want my boys to grow up thinking it's okay to touch
another boy, or live with another boy, or make brownie cheesecake for god's
sake. It's not normal."
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I was perplexed by Mary's intimate knowledge of the neighborhood.
She knew my conversations and my daily schedule with crude accuracy.
"Well I wouldn't put too much emphasis on the dink-dink laws." I
wanted to know how she knew about the brownie cheesecake or why she
cared that Tommy and Glenn shared a house together, but I let it go.
"Maybe you should take Olivia home and explain to her what
happened here today. I don't want her to be damaged by two boys toddling
with their-"
"I think Liv will be fine, Mary. Kids will be kids."
"My sons are acting pornographic. I don't know where they learned
this from. I can only imagine that they take cues from situations they see
around them."
"Mary, you can't avoid every situation in life. Kids are creative and
they have imaginations. I really wouldn't worry about it. Have them take a
nap and forget about it."
"I suppose you have a point. Maybe I am just overreacting," she
turned and waved Liv from her front porch. Olivia's hair was wavy today
and slightly static from the humidity.
"Liv honey, are you okay?" I asked.
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"Mom can we have hot dogs for lunch?"
"We'll see," I said. "I've got some work to do in the house, Mary.
Thanks for making me aware of the dink dink laws."
Mary could make a perfectly relaxing afternoon into a soap opera
episode. I replay words and gestures for hours after it's over. I mouthed
"dink dink laws" in the reflection of the tinted windows of my car as I walked
up the driveway to the house. I even pursed my lips like Mary and raised my
chin like a dink dink expert. I shook my head and decided I needed an

escape.
I was ready to take Liv and Nikki to the pool. The pool was about
twenty feet from my front door but miles from dink dink drama. There
wasn't enough water and sun in the world to satisfy my little water angels,
and I'm always interested in escaping to bubbles of children and adults
interacting. Sometimes there's a little drama between adults that's indirect
and doesn't concern me beyond the entertainment factor. I can only recall
one incident from the pool that left a permanent mark on our neighborhood.
It was the night Tommy and Glenn became infamous. There was an open

house six months after the community pool was finished. All the neighbors
were in attendance and most were drinking more than usual, so a few hours
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into the party a couple of guys got a little loud. They were crashers-friends
of a neighbor we didn't know-joking about how bad it would be to live
away from the beach.
One guy claimed "only newlyweds and the nearly dead live inland."
The other guy said, "Yeah and you forgot pedophiles and gay
cowboys."
"But you don't rhyme asshole!"
Laughter broke out between them and they seemed oblivious to the
fact that the rest of the neighborhood could hear their banter.
When Tommy heard them he didn't blink. His eyes bugged out with
venom as he walked toward the two. He concentrated his glare on the
rhymer and pushed him out of the pool gate in what seemed to be one
motion. The police showed up and the two jokers were yelling at the cops to
cuff the "jarhead," but Tommy has friends in all branches of service and law
enforcement. The police gave Tommy a conspicuous pat on the back and sent

him home to cool off.
Mary shielded her children under her oversized Ralph Lauren towel so
they wouldn't see the "antics" but she didn't leave. She was just as excited as
the rest of us to witness a bar brawl in a residential neighborhood. All the
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neighbors were new and figured that Tommy was protecting the integrity of
his boyfriend Glenn. Andy and I knew differently, but it wasn't the right
time to explain Tommy and Glenn's history. Tommy's not the type of guy to
please people with flowery stories and kisses and hugs. He avoids
Hollywood endings as much as he enjoys fight scenes. Glenn is just as stoic, a
tall Nordic-looking, championship swimmer who doesn't seem bothered by
anti-gay comments. Glenn and Tommy were in a bubble that night. They
didn't take into account the looks and opinions of the neighbors standing
around the pool. None of us knew that the dink dink laws were brewing and
the legislator was a petite blonde named Mary.
Glenn and Tommy's were a hot topic for weeks. Neighborly gossip
was brewing about their sexual status and violent propensities. Andy and I
made it our personal mission to do PR on their behalf. We spread what we
knew about their friendship more times than we told our girls about the Billy
Goats Gruff at bedtime. I personally told the story so many times that I had it
memorized, but the time I told it to Mary my breath was totally wasted. It
was a day a lot like today. Tommy was walking the neighborhood being
friendly, with a beer in his hand, getting to know people. I was at the pool
watching him through the fence move from house to house. Mary showed
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up with the twins and had them outfitted in Speedo life jackets and SPF 100.
She sat in the chaise right next to me and concerned herself with cleaning her
designer sunglasses and positioning her towel. She didn't seem to notice that
she was blocking the stream of sun I had monopolized for the last hour.
"What's that guy's deal anyway?" she said, staring at Tommy while
playing with her manicure. "I've never heard of a gay Marine."
"He's not gay, Mary. Andy's known him for years."
"Maybe Andy's gay and you just don't know it yet."
"Are you serious, Mary?" I said. "You can't be serious."
"If you know him so well, what's his story? He seems dangerous," she

said.
"Tommy couldn't pass his swim qualification for the Marine Corps.
Tommy hired Glenn to give private swim lessons because he needed to pass
in order to stay in the military," I said, wondering why I was taking the time
to explain Tommy's story to Mary.
"Private swim lessons? Why couldn't he pass?" she asked.
"He was threatened with 'non-wrecked,' a wash-up, a reject, and
Tommy's dream was to live and die by the Corps."
"So they became an item?"

44

"No, Mary, they had a lot of differences. They were forced to work
together because Tommy wanted to stay a Marine."
"How do you know they had differences? Do you know this, or is this
what Tommy told you."
"Mary, because of Glenn, Tommy is still in the Marine Corps. He
passed." Every syllable felt like it was in vain but I continued to explain it to
her. Part of me thought that Mary was powerful and I didn't want her to
smear Tommy and Glenn. I wanted to spare them from her, so I kept on.
"Glenn and Tommy are like brothers. They trust-"
"We trust each other," said Glenn. He snuck up beside us and gave
me a wink. "He's not my partner, although he wouldn't make a bad one with
his ripped abs and bubble butt. But you wouldn't care to get it from the
source, would you, Mary?"
"Glenn, I'm just looking out for the best interest of the neighbors and
my children," she said. "I want to know who I'm living next to."
"You are living next to a guy named Tommy and a guy named Glenn.
And that's all you need to know." He looked away from her and examined
the twins' doggy paddle. "Tommy is all about 'naturally' big -breasted
women and really loyal friends."
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Mary looked down at her breasts and pretended not to notice Glenn's
comment. Two breasts couldn't be more perfectly formed than Mary's. They
were obviously created by someone who was paid a lot of money to do so.
Mary always chose to believe her own version despite the truth staring
her in the face. She'd been on a crusade to protect her twin boys from the
Tommy-Glenn influence. For months she'd avoided them at parties, on the
sidewalk, and at the pool. Glenn is a regular at our pool on Sunday
afternoons, so I know Mary won't show up today. I regreted my parade to
vindicate Tommy and Glenn. They are the salt of Callaway and my attempts
to clear their reputation made me and others believe that there was
something to explain and protect. It dawned on me, under the shade of
queen palm, as I watched my girls leap in and out of the pool that I'm going
to be alone in this neighborhood when Andy leaves, and I'm going to have to
depend on other moms, moms who believe in the dink dink laws.
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Quality Living
I was drunk. Two bottles of Pinot Grigio and a cigarette I stole from
Nadine's purse. I started drinking as I got dressed. I went through half a
bottle while putting on my bra and panties. Another half while applying my
make-up. I took my time adjusting the straps to my camisole and chose heels
to show off my fresh pedicure, something that Mary would definitely notice.
I'm not sure how the second bottle disappeared, but it took the edge off a bit
before entering the shrine Mary calls her home. I swear the woman doesn't
even sleep in her bed.
Mary invited the neighborhood to her house to discuss the upcoming
visit by Quality Living magazine. No kids allowed. Andy almost choked on
his Altoid when he found out he'd have to spend his last Friday night at
Mary and Jon Jon's house.
"Chris, if we're going to get a sitter I want to go somewhere," he said.
"I don't want to pay somebody to watch the girls while we're across the
street."
"I feel the same way, but we're obligated to go. Besides I'm going to
be stuck here alone with these people. We need to go."
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"Can you un-obligate us? We need some time alone. I'm going to be
gone for half a year."
"No, but I can give you a massage before we go."
Andy agreed with a defeated look. He wasn't happy with my answer,
but he would do just about anything for a massage.
It didn't take him long to doze off. I started at his shoulders and

worked my way down to his toes in a matter of minutes. His body was
spread out like a defeated Don Quixote and I wanted to fall asleep next to
him but the thought of wrinkling my outfit changed my mind. At some point
the alcohol got the best of me because I decided to paint his toes with the
'glitter nights' nail polish the girls left on the nightstand. I always thought
the feminine side of a man, especially a Marine, was sexy, but my attempt to
amuse myself while he was visiting the sandman backfired. He wasn't happy
when he woke up.
"Chris! Sparkles?"
"Just a little, and I couldn't resist. I think it's sexy! We're going to be
late. I'll fix it later."
"Could you pick a better night to pull a practical joke?" He scowled. "I
thought you were going to make me feel better about going."
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"Don't worry," I said. "I won't leave you alone with Mary for long,
and we'll leave early to make it home in time for more rub downs."
Defeated, he slipped on some mismatched socks and we headed downstairs.
We squeezed our way through the living room to the front door.
Andy had all of his gear neatly organized on the carpet. Two sea bags stuffed
with clothes and gear and pad locked, a desert flak jacket, kevlar, helmet,
backpack, and a laptop case. All the gear was new and I wondered what
condition it would come home in.
"It doesn't feel like you're leaving on Sunday."

"I know. It came too fast." We were quiet and held hands tightly for
the few seconds it took us to get across the street to Mary and Jon Jon's house.
Mary's front yard was teeming with Birds of Paradise, Lilies of the
Nile, and other tropical wonders of the world. Solar powered lights lined her
walkway and her doorbell cover was inscribed Welcome to the Tillman's. She
opened the door and immediately hooked her arm in Andy's, pulling him
away from me.
'Tm just going to steal him. You don't mind, do you Chris?" She
laughed and caressed her ample cleavage. "Oh Chris, by the way, look at my
new carpeting. Fifteen thousand dollars. Can you imagine?" She started to
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pet Andy's arm as he handed her a bottle of wine. "Notice how the loop in
the rug makes a pattern?"
Andy turned to look at me. His eyes widened like he needed help, but
I was thoroughly enjoying his uneasiness. If I had to hear about Mary's
upgraded carpet for the thousandth time, then he could stomach some of her
attention.
"Don't forget to take off your shoes. Fifteen thousand dollars. Can
you imagine?" Mary reluctantly let go of Andy and opened her coat closet to
unveil a neat line of shoe racks.
Andy and I gave each other a knowing look. I laughed out loud and
his face started to redden. I didn't feel completely bad for him. Hopefully no
one would notice he was wearing one green sock and one black one. At least
no one would see his pink toes. I was the one who had to suffer since my
pedicure was concealed by the length of my pants, and my pretty shoes were
held captive in Mary's coat closet.
"Chris, I'll see that your hubby is comfortable this evening. Andy, let
me show you to the fire pit where the men are enjoying a cigar. Would you
like an Amstel Light or something stronger?"

50

Andy was whisked away by Mary who held him tight like a prize she
won from carnival. Mary's husband was a visual trophy, a real-life Clark
Kent. He was tall with broad shoulders, and from a distance he looked like a
star quarterback, but he had a little problem. He couldn't control his
flatulence.
We met Jon Jon shortly after we moved in. Mary insisted he come over
to get to know us better. He showed up in a business suit and sat down at
our kitchen table to sell us on financial planning. About half way through his
presentation on a money market account, he let out the loudest fart we'd ever
heard. He adjusted himself in his seat, said "excuse me," and went on with
his presentation. Andy and I acted as if nothing happened until we said
goodnight and closed the door. We burst out laughing before he had a
chance to step off our doormat.
Mary kept Jon Jon outside at neighborhood events and this night was
no different. I looked around to size-up the turnout. Nadine was across the
room flirting with Jake. Mark and Sandy were huddled in the comer
calculating their usual escape plan. Mary's cluster of hangers' on, what I like
to call the thirty-something teenage pop-star look-alikes, were following her
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around as if they were pulled by a string. "Can I help you with anything
Mary?" "Your house is so beautiful." "I love your carpeting!"
Most of the neighbors showed up because Mary harassed the hell out
of everyone. Some people, who Mary told me were reluctant to come,
received gift baskets. Even Tommy and Glenn were invited, and I wondered
if they'd show up. Most everyone looked like they were drinking and

chatting wildly. I guess an important meeting to discuss the magazine layout
of our neighborhood created a bit of celebrity in the air. Mary pulled out all
the stops. She hired caterers and a bartender. Jazz played on her satellite
radio. She even had archived covers of Quality Living magazine enlarged and
placed around the house and yard on easels.
The doorbell rang and the Riveras arrived with a box of Godiva
chocolates. Mary thanked them and was about to close them out when
Tommy and Glenn burst through. Glenn's face was flushed and it brought
out the starkness of his blue eyes and blonde hair. Tommy was in a party
mood. He brought a six pack of cans and already had one popped open and
attached to his mouth. They were wearing matching linen pants that were
slightly see-through and I could see their black Speedos peeking through.
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Mary pretended not to notice and walked Randy and Lita to the
refreshments.
"Making a statement are we?" I pulled one of the cans off the six pack
and popped open the lid.
"We had to make this shindig a little spicy," said Glenn.
"I think you'll be the talk of the town," I said.
Before I could squeeze in more conversation, a cowbell bell rang and
nearly knocked me over.
"Excuse me, everyone." Mary continued to ding the bell until the
crowd in the house and on the patio were quiet. "I'd like to thank each and
every one of you for participating in this evening's jamboree hosted by yours
truly and Jon Jon."
The ringing was still resounding in my eardrum, and I was beginning
to downgrade to a buzz. This much Mary required a lot more alcohol, so I
took another beer from Tommy's vine. "Before we all enjoy the treats we've
prepared for you, I'd like to get down to business. Will you all join me in the
garage so we can get started?" she said.
We were herded through the kitchen like a pack of rats overflowing at
the one escape route. The caterer was perturbed that guests were penetrating
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his work area. Mary pointed out her new granite countertops. By the time I
arrived in the garage with the rest of the pack, I had a piece of lettuce stuck to
the bottom of my foot, and my can of beer was missing-my security blanket.
Mary set up upholstered chairs like a presidential press conference complete
with a mahogany podium front and center. Andy held up two beer bottles
and I made my way over to him.
"Do you see the madness in all this?" I whispered in his ear.
He didn't hear me. He just smiled and looked completely enthralled.
In fact, everyone did. Everybody was attentive, sitting bolt upright. They

were excited about the magazine coming and overlooked the fact that Mary
was a complete zealot. A perfectly compulsive home owner's association
zealot. Of course these neighbors didn't live directly across from her, or
spend time with her at the pool, or get invited to her birthday parties, or have
their husbands molested by her. I was one of the few privileged enough to
witness it all.
Mary abandoned her bell for a gavel. "Excuse me everyone! As the
Homeowners Association President I'd like to welcome you to our emergency
meeting regarding the Quality Living magazine photo shoot."
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I looked around and noticed that Jon Jon was missing. He must have
been instructed to stay on the patio to avoid an accidental fart.
II

As you all know, this is a milestone for our community. Thanks to all

the hard work and dedication you have put into your homes we've been
selected-among a few other neighborhoods that I won't mention-to have a
chance at the cover of Quality Living."
Mary was actually under a spotlight. She had put a blazer on over her
dress and looked more like the Press Secretary than the homeowner
association president/mommy.
'T d like to relay a list of basic rules we all must abide by on the day of
Quality's visit. Theri, I'll get into more specific details about how we can

prepare for the visit. Please hold all questions and comments until the end."
Everyone was sober by now. Finger-foods and jazz were left out of
this meeting. I felt a surge of boredom and played with Andy's fingers to
keep me occupied.
II

All people over the age of 60 are instructed to stay indoors and close

their blinds. Families with more than three children, or families with
newborns are required to find alternate accommodations for the day. We
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need our community to stand out from other communities that Quality is
interviewing. We need to look our very best."
"What?!" I blurted out. Were we all drones? Were we afraid to
question Mary's rules? Or was I too drunk to differentiate between
reasonable requests and rudeness?
Mary pretended not to hear me. "Like usual, all cars are to be parked
in their respective garages. These are the basic rules. I've got a handout to
remind you. Now let me get to the preparations."
"Preparations?" I said, under my breath this time.
"As for the appearance of your home. Each of you has a specific list of
things that needs to be done before D-day. I'd like you to come to the
spreadsheet I've enlarged and trace your name to the list of things you need
to do. Feel free to look at everyone's list. You will see that I've been quite fair
in assessing the problems that need to be fixed. Even my home needs to be
polished."
I looked behind me and saw Nadine with a big grin on her face. She
looked right at me and winked. I couldn't believe she, of all people, was
interested in a magazine cover.
"Wonder what we need to do?" Andy whispered.
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"How about we need to move! This is completely nuts, Andy."
"You're right, this is a little crazy," he seemed to snap out of his
trance. "But it can't hurt to do some work on the house. Make sure you hire
someone good while I'm gone."
"I can't wait to get out of here," I said.
"Come to think of it, I can think of better ways to spend my time," he
put his hand on my knee and smiled.
"Cindy?" Mary said, "could you be a dear and dim the lights for a
moment please?" One of Mary's minions jumped at the chance to be her
press conference assistant.
'T d like you all to pay attention to the slide show I've prepared. I
expect us to be adults about this. No hurt feelings. Just some examples of
things that should be fixed."
Cindy turned off the spotlight and started the slide projector from the
back of the garage. Mary magically pulled down a screen from behind her.
"My first example is from the Rivera house." His house looked
identical to every other house in the neighborhood. I would have thought it
was my house if Mary hadn't told me the difference. "The Rivera front door is
looking a little ragged. One coat of paint would do it wonders. I wouldn't
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recommend painting yourselves. I've got a list of contractors who are
licensed."
Mary went through a few more slides commenting on mulch and oil
stains before a slide showed up that she clearly wasn't anticipating. The piece
de resistance-a giant fountain penis. At first she didn't notice the penis; she
was too busy discussing the environmental impact of improper oil disposal.
But I recognized it right away. It was one of mine. I had a box of slides from
a trip I took to Amsterdam in college. I showed them to Nadine once and
completely forgot about them. A giant concrete penis with water spouting
from the top. I think there was a sex shop in the background. Cindy was too
stupid to turn the slide projector off, and everyone started laughing except for
the Johanssons, who were born again and old enough to be siblings of God.
I'm not sure if they walked out because they were offended by the penis, or if
they were upset that they would have to keep their blinds shut on the day of
the photo shoot.
"I don't know who would do such a thing!" Mary said, while making
her way to the projector. "Titis slide does not belong to me!"
I looked around the room for Tommy and Glenn but I couldn't see
them anywhere. Cindy was frozen, and Nadine was in tears from laughing
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so hard. Mary adjusted her blazer but never regained control of her speech.
All credibility was lost as the neighbors made their way back through the
kitchen pilfering all the appetizers as they went. Gorgonzola crumbles fell to
the floor and grapes were crushed under bare feet. I spotted Tommy and
Glenn behind the French doors of the back patio smoking a cigar with Jon
Jon, completely oblivious to the debauchery. To do lists were crumpled on
the floor and arguments broke out over whose home needed more work.
That's about the time I stole back the bottle of wine we brought, grabbed
Andy, and decided that he was right. We needed our last Friday night
together to be more memorable than an HOA meeting.
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Something's on Fire
"Well, you fuck like a saint on Sunday!" Nadine screamed from her
front porch.
I peeked over the fence and saw Nadine's ex speed out the gate in his
red Beemer. "You okay?" I asked her.
"Asshole cares when he needs to get his dick wet. Then he criticizes
me for my housekeeping. I'll do the dishes when I'm damn good and ready."
She started to tie up her robe, but it didn't conceal the purple lace bra
beneath. "He didn't even say bye to Aaron."
"Let me make some coffee. I'll be right over."
Nadine sat down in her rocking chair with her eyes fixed on the street.
My plan to weed the flower beds was tossed out the window. Not that it
mattered much. It wasn't until last year I figured out the difference between
an annual and a perennial. I bought the flowers at the end of the season, but
they were dead before I could find my gardening gloves.
Nadine's front porch was filled with ceramic garden trolls and wicker
furniture she took from the curb on trash day. The bromeliad I gave her for
her birthday was nearly dead, and ash from her cigarettes dotted the
concrete.
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"Sunday brunch at Nadine's. Coffee, the paper, and a little drama."
"Shut up," she smirked.
"If it will make yoU: feel any better, I'll show you the Tillman birthday

invitation." I pulled out a blue envelope and handed it to her.
"You think one of Mary's parties will make me feel better?"
"Why not? It's not like you were invited."
Mary had stopped inviting Nadine to events after the divorce. At first
it was subtle. She would hold events on weekday afternoons knowing
Nadine had to go back to work. Then she became more blatant. "I would
have invited you but I thought you needed more quality time with Aaron.
He's getting too big for these parties anyway," or "I didn't invite you,
Nadine, because you look like a constant hangover."
Ritchie had left Nadine for a sorority girl. He also left with the car and
the decorator furniture. She didn't handle the transition to being single very
well. The day he left, she threw his clothes out in the street and wrote
"PIECE OF SHIT" in black lipstick on the back window of his car.
I looked down the street to be sure none of Mary's minions were
watching.
"Who gives a crap?" she said, instinctively reading my mind.
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"Come on," I said. "We still have to live with them."
My house was open to everyone in the neighborhood, even Mary. The
neighborhood was always welcome and my friends came in and out with
their kids, spouses, problems and parties.
As soon as Nadine pulled the card from the envelope, a "BANG"
erupted.
"God dammit, Chris." She jumped up in her seat and dropped her box
of cigarettes. The card was rigged with a mini explosive, like a champagne
popper at a new year's party.
"Sorry. I didn't open it because of what happened last year."
Last year Mary had a bug party. The invitation came inside a wooden
box full of lady bugs. When I opened it, ladybugs scattered everywhere. I
found ladybugs inside my fridge, my couch, and even in my underwear
drawer.
"Remember the chocolate cupcakes with gummy worms in the
middle?" I asked. "Wonder what she'll come up with this year."
"I wouldn't put it past her to invite the fucking Ringling Brothers,"
Nadine said.
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Mary was a stamper, a scrap-booker, and a seamstress. She crafted all
of her holiday cards and birthdays were no exception. A red firetruck cut-out
was parked on the front of the card with a picture of her twin's faces twoway-taped to a fireman uniform. She even had a tiny piece of rope fitted to
look like a fire hose. Inside the card were flames and Dalmatian puppies.
There was also a gift registry where we could buy toys.

Come to the Tillman twin's Birthday party for a roaring good time.
(no clothes or candy please.)
"You're kidding right?" Nadine held up the card pointing to the gift
registry.
"These parties are getting out of controL Weren't they happy with
what they got last year?"
"She doesn't want her kids to get books from you again!"
"Do you think ordering pizza and buying cake from Costco still counts
as a birthday party?" I said. "I've used the same Happy Birthday banner for
the past seven years and my kids don't seem to care."
"This has nothin' to do with her kids. Mary is all about showmanship.
Nadine took a long drag off her cigarette. "This is the real deaL"
"I bet she's hired a real fire truck and a crew of firemen."
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"Maybe they'll be strippers dressed like firemen and we'll send the
kids home early." Nadine's bleach blonde hair was wild from her night with
Ritchie. "Mama needs a little sugar." We both laughed.
"Do you feel any better?" I asked, realizing why I had come over in
the first place.
"What do you think? I drank too much last night and forgot what a
jackass he really is."
1/Nobody's perfect."
1/That's for damn sure." Nadine's mascara made black marks under
her eyes and she looked tired.
1/Maybe we should get in the hot tub."
11

At six thirty? I think it's time to go back to bed." Nadine leaned her

head back on the chair, cigarette still hanging from her lips. 1/Shit, here comes
the neighborhood watch."
Mary and two other women came around the block bouncing as they
walked. They were all wearing track suits and chatting. Mary's highlighted
hair was coiffed, and she had just enough makeup on to look both fresh and
natural. Nadine slipped the birthday invitation beneath her thigh while
taking an extra long drag from her cigarette.
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Mary danced up to Nadine's front porch like a cheerleader at a pep
rally. "Hi ladies! I want you to meet my dearest college friends visiting from
Ann Arbor. I've been trying to get them to move out here for years. You'll

have to help me convince them how great California is."
"Nice to meet you," I said.
"The twins are sleeping. Just wanted to get some 'me time' before they
wake up," said Mary.
She instinctively turned her attention to Nadine. "Nadine, you look
exhausted. Bet your trainers have been in the closet since college."
"You know damn well I don't wear tennis shoes, Mary," said Nadine.
"Cut the shit, what do you want?"
Mary was never really good at reading people. She pretended that
Nadine was as sweet as a Mounds bar, giggling away her comments and
looking to her friends for confirmation that Nadine was exactly as she had
described her. I wanted to scream at Mary to "keep walking!" but it was too
late.
"Well, actually, I've been meaning to tell you that Aaron has been
playing with his paint gun in front of my house again. I hate to bring this up
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in front of everyone, Nadine, but if you don't learn how to control your child,
I'm going to be forced to call the police."
"Jesus, Mary ... Don't you have anything better to do than harass a ten
year old?" Nadine stood up, glaring with black rimmed eyes. Mary didn't
seem to notice.
"I'm sorry to say, at the very least, I'm going to have to notify the
homeowners association about his behavior."
"Take a number, Mary. Lots of neighbors are standing in that line and
I'm still here!" The party invitation fell off the seat and landed on the porch
with a residual''bang."
"Let's all be civil," I said. "Mary clearly needs to get her exercise to
relieve stress. Isn't that what you told me, Mary? You exercise to relieve
stress? So enjoy the rest of your morning with your friends. Nadine, say
goodbye to your sparring buddy."
"Thanks, but no thanks," Nadine said, putting out her cigarette in the
planter.
Mary looked infused with new energy. Her friends were blank-faced,
ready to follow her on a marathon if needed. They adjusted their University
of Michigan alumni caps and looked to her for guidance.
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"I'm sorry you feel that way, Nadine." Mary traced the outside of her
mouth as if she was searching for a rogue breakfast crumb. She spotted the
birthday invitation and looked right at me while she spoke to Nadine. "Your
attitude is why you don't get invited to birthday parties, Nadine." She tilted
her head to look at Nadine. "If you cared a little more about your
appearance, you might just have Ritchie back."
Nadine pounced at Mary, but Mary stood her ground.
"If you were smart," said Nadine, hot breath everywhere, "you'd

move your uptight little ass home."
I wanted to see someone's face in the asphalt, anyone's face, but I was
the cool collected one. I was the mom who worked a couple of days a week
but still had time to volunteer at the kid's schools, the wife who was still
friends with her husband, the level headed neighbor.
"Nadine, go back and sit down," I said. "Mary, it's time to go."
Mary, true to form, changed the subject as if nothing was wrong.
"Chris, sorry for the short notice, but I thought I'd have you and Andy over
for a dinner party tonight. Two of my guests cancelled. Maybe Nadine can
watch the girls for you."
"Thanks, Mary, but Andy left for Iraq last weekend," I said.
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"Well then, we'll have to set a play date soon," she said.
Mary and her friends pivoted in sync and kept walking. The backs of
their hats sported the Wolverine mascot.
"Mary always seems to lead the pack," I said.
"This god damned neighborhood is getting to be too much." Nadine
pulled back her hair and walked toward her front door.
"too much," I said.
"If the firemen show up to her kid's birthday party, let me know. I've

always wanted to mount a fire truck."
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Powerhouse Play Date
"Hottest mom on Mother's Day is Tina Farley of El Cajon!
Congratulations Tina!" said DJ Mike on FM 103.5. "Thanks for all the
pictures you hot San Diego moms sent in."
I imagined Tina, a mass of chemically blonde hair and unrestrained
breasts hidden under a tanning-bed glow, a toddler grabbing at her knees. If
that's what it took to win, I was a contender. I turned down the radio and
glanced through the wrought iron pool fence. The homes sparkled like
champagne bubbles in the mid day heat. Palms cha cha against each other in
the breeze and even the mail guy walked to the beat of his :MP3 player. Liv
and Nikki splashed in the warmth of the hot tub and managed to keep their
golden curls dry.
"Mom! Mom!" said Liv. "Watch this!"
"I am. I'm watching." I smiled at their uninhibited laughter.
They made a game of catching air bubbles in their bathing suits. Their
laughter was relaxing. Nikki wears a two piece and doesn't have a modest
bone in her body. Liv was trying to look more grown up in a one piece. Her
air bubble caught right in the middle of her bathing suit and made her look
chubby.
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"Yuk!" she said, and pushed the bubbles flat.
The pool was a pleasant distraction from Andy being gone, three loads
of laundry, phone calls from my mother, and cupcake baking for a class
party. I stretched out on the lounge chair and toyed with the mound of
messy curls set atop my head, like my daughters', but no longer a natural
blonde. I closed my eyes and drifted onto my fantasy vacation beach, blessed
with tan cabana boys and Caribbean drum beats. Nudity was encouraged on
the white sand and conversation optional. Just as a Sergio-type took out his
SPF sex, I was brought back to reality.
"Mom?"
"Mom!"
I turned my head and squinted into the brightening sky. "I hear you
Liv. What do you need?"
"Did you bring anything to drink?"
"Yes, pumpkin. How about a Sangria?"
"Come on, mom."
"Okay, okay." I reluctantly sat up and pulled two cans of cream soda
and goldfish crackers out of the backpack.
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"Don't let your sister make a mess, okay?" I handed over the
contraband as I headed to the deep end of the pool. I dove long. My head hit
the glassy water first, instantly dazed by the coolness of the water, and I was
reminded that the homeowners association was too cheap to heat the pool
year round. Usually I'm irritated by the frugalness, but today it felt like a
shock to the system- a wake up call to feel every part of my day.
The icy water rushed through my hair, down the small of my back and
enveloped my thighs as I swam toward the bottom of the pool. I tried to
remember my private beach fantasy while savoring the solitude of this
underwater world, but I was distracted by the blue Callaway logo embossed
in the bottom of the pool. Callaway homes hooked me with their color
brochure and promises of serenity before I even entered the gates. The
caption on their brochure read ... Peace is Only a Few Steps Away at Callaway.
By the time I came up for air, I had visitors. An array of black luxury
SUV' s lined up on the curb. It looked like the model mommies were coming
to the pool. Mary, her highlighted hair perfectly styled beneath a page-boy
hat, makeup perfectly applied, wearing jeans and a black cashmere sweater,
led the group. Behind her trotted her playgroup with uncharacteristically
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obedient children who followed close behind, anxious to get through the
gate, but conditioned to act "appropriately."
I tried to lower myself into the water to avoid detection, but rather
found myself looking up into the smiling face of Mary.
"Chris? I almost didn't recognize you all wet like that."
"Hi, Mary." I smoothed back my hair and tried to wipe the excess

water from my face, aware of the disapproving looks from the other women
in the group. These were women who almost never actually go in the pool,
and on the off chance they do take a swim, would never duck their
professionally blow-dried hair under the water.
"Well, Chris, I guess you made it to the playgroup after all?"
Mary had been trying to pledge me into her playgroup for months,
and I had so-far successfully dodged every attempt. I dreaded the thought of
vanilla flavored coffee and scones on Monday morning. I especially dreaded
the idea of smiling even if I was having a bad day. There is a certain ideal
expected in this group and I didn't want to find out what it is. I hated the
thought of letting her win this time, just by circumstance. I wasn't about to
tell her I forgot her crew came to the pool on Fridays though. My gut reaction
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was to gather the girls and run like hell, but I have to live next to this woman
after all.
"Mary, hello everyone, it's nice to see you." I displayed a smile that
stretched my mouth beyond its normal reach, climbed out of the pool and
proceeded to dry myself off.
"Chris. It is such an unexpected and nice surprise to have you and
your girls join us today." She turned to check on her twin boys and the brim
of her hat nearly hit me in the face. "Chris, welcome. Do you remember the
ladies?"
Angie Dufresne and Laurie Stover have children the same age as Liv,
and we've been bumping into each other at school functions and PTA
meetings throughout the school year. Regardless, none of these women were
following the conversation. They were too busy applying sunscreen and
inflating arm floaties.
"Chris, Chris," Mary hushed her tone and pulled me aside, "your little
girl, it's the funniest thing. Nicole."
"Nikki?" I said.
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"Well, anyway, she comes to my house and rings the doorbell all the
time. All the time. It doesn't bother me at all. I just wonder, Chris, where is
her mommy?"
I suddenly became aware of the SpongeBob SquarePants towel
wrapped around my torso, water forming into a small pool at my feet.
Mary continued uninterrupted. "I know you have your hands full and
I know Andy is gone. But your little girl, ringing the doorbell-she's so
cute."
"All the time, huh?" I backed up because Mary was a bit of a closetalker, and I couldn't tell whether I smelled mints on her breath or strong
perfume.
"Thank you, Mary. I appreciate your concern. I really should get
some reading done." I headed back to the safety of my lounge chair before
Mary could protest. I heard her join in a new conversation the moment I was
out of reach. Mary is the domestic equivalent of Noah. She's a born leader
who's taken the role of preserving her kind. I suppose I've contributed to the
flood that threatens Mary's vessel of motherhood. I work part time teaching
English as a second language. I felt the judgment sweat from the pores of
these women when Mary recited my bio at a school PTA meeting last fall.
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My only saving grace in the eyes of this playgroup is the Burberry handbag I
got as a gift from my mother-in-law and my expensive taste in shoes.
It didn't take Mary long to seek out my attention again. "Chris, how

do you keep in such good shape? I mean you look so dam good, and I know
it's not because you're chasing after the girls to see what they're getting into."
I remained quiet for a moment, hoping she would change the subject.
She probably kept the twins gated in the kitchen so they wouldn't make a
mess on her wool carpet. Play dates were scheduled around naptime, and I
had two hours before her twins started rubbing their eyes.
Mary avoided my silence and whispered, "You must powerhouse."
"What?"
"Powerhouse! Please remind me when I start to slouch. Just say,
POWERHOUSE! It's your core. Your center. These darned boobs Jon Jon
paid a fortune for are weighing me down. They looked so good before I
nursed the twins."
Mary's sweater was so tight I could see the outline of two perfectly
symmetrical breasts.
"What does powerhouse mean?"
"Chris, you don't do Pilates, do you?"
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"No. I don't do well with aerobics."
"Oh, Chris you have to try it. It's your powerhouse. Just take a deep
breath and put your shoulders back and say it ... Powerhouse! It's where all
your energy resides. It's how you know you care about yourself.
Powerhouse. Get to know your powerhouse, Chris."
I looked away from Mary and mouthed the words "help me" before
turning back to face her hat. I didn't realize how short she was without heels.
"Thanks for the advice, but I'm really better at exercising outdoors."
"No, no, Chris. I'll come over next Wednesday and we can do it
together."
I knew I'd have a reason to be gone on Wednesday, but I couldn't
come up with an excuse. Mary was persistent. Last week she called me three
times to confirm a cookie baking session. She was in a constant race to win a
popularity contest, or perhaps she wanted a best buddy. I figured it would
be fun to encourage her for a while, so I took a long swig from my bottled
water.
"Mary, Mary," I repeated her name hoping she would stop repeating
mine, "You have beautiful teeth." I enunciated every word like she had done
for the past ten minutes.
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"Thanks. Jon Jon bought them for me last year when he was so busy at
work. Veneers. Next I'm hoping to fix my varicose veins. You have nice
teeth. Chris. Chris, did you have work done?"
"No braces," I said. "I don't know how I got so lucky."
"I don't know how I got so lucky. Don't hate me because I'm
beautiful." She was mocking me, and I was up for the game.
"I can see why you wanted new teeth, Mary. I would say verbal
communication is your strong suit, and you need nice teeth for that."
"Thanks, Chris. I was a dummy in school, math was not for me. But I
have a knack for speaking. Your husband seems like a smart one. He's in
really good shape. Chris, does he work out?"
"He's a Marine, Mary." I couldn't figure out if Mary was playing by
my rules. She could switch subjects faster than I could blink.
"I hope you weren't offended when I couldn't watch Nikki for you the
other day. I just get so busy. Liv looks a lot better, so it all worked out didn't
it."

Liv had a high fever and no one was home but Mary. I didn't want to
call her for help, but I was desperate to get her to the doctor.
"Speaking of Liv, I need to play with her for a while." I said.
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"Okay, Chris. You go check on the kids. They could be drowning by
now. We'll have to have you and your fit hubby over for dinner when he gets
back." She smoothed her slacks before stepping in a bunch of soggy goldfish
crackers.
I flashed a disappointed look at my girls to avoid another chat about
leaving food on the deck of the pool. Leaving a conversation with Mary was
like getting over an upset stomach-I retraced what I ate to figure out what
made me sick. I was about to get in the hot tub when Nadine pulled up to the
curb in her Astrovan and honked.
"Hey, Chris, can you watch Aaron for me tonight? His dad is being a
jackass."
"Sure," I said.
"K. I'll be back by eleven." Her van left a smoke trail as she drove off.
Nadine never got back by eleven. She always showed up at three or
four in the morning and apologized for running late. I liked her more than
the other moms in the neighborhood, partly because she wasn't around
much, and partly because she didn't put up with any crap. She took my
mind off Andy being gone with her antics and she always asked how he was
doing without sounding like someone died.
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"You know, Chris," Mary whispered, "Nadine goes out with a
different guy every weekend. Do you feel comfortable contributing to that?"
I wanted to tell her we should all be so lucky. Nadine's first husband
claimed monogamy wasn't natural, and she deserved to find out for herself if
that was true.
"Well, tonight our little group is headed for the Martini Ranch," she
started up again. "We put the kids in bed so the husbands are happy and we
have ourselves a girls night out. You're welcome to join us. Hope we don't
run into Nadine."

"Thanks, but it will be hard for me to find a sitter this late."
I couldn't wait to write Andy and tell him that I was invited to the

Martini Ranch. I could see him laughing and wished he was at the pool with
me. Would you care for a virgin Martini or a psycho Martini?
The sun broke through completely, and the pool was alive with
mommy talk. No one seemed to notice the host of flies gathering around the
snack table, or the twins fighting over a beach ball. It was two-by-two: Two
moms in the pool discussing private school waitlists. Two moms comparing
pedicures. Two moms chatting too quietly to hear. And me, listening to
Mary's air bubbles. I wanted to dive into the pool and ignore the fact that I
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was a mommy too. At least I wasn't a playgroup mom. Being the hottest
mom on Mother's Day seemed more interesting, so I decided to submit a
picture of myself next year and plan to do so every-year until I either win or
become too senile to know I haven't. I gathered Liv and Nikki, and Mary
thanked me for joining her playgroup. I opened the gate, threw my fist in the
air, and yelled out, "POWERHOUSE!"

