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92 FICTION:

I sat down with my mother. I sat down with my father. “I’d 
like to tell you,” I said, “some thoughts.”

My father swirled his drink. “Sure.” 
“Of course,” said my mother, crossing her legs in a new 

velvet skirt.
I talked for 15 minutes. I made gestures in the air. “My 

childhood,” I said. “Can you understand?”
Drink swirling. Legs cross the other way.

“Mmm,” they said. “I don’t think we understand.”
“I made a little graph,” I said, pulling it out.
“Ah,” said my father. “Nice work with the mechanical 

pencil.”
They both looked closer, squinting, and then after a 

few minutes sat back. “Listen,” they said. “We love you. 
Do you understand?”

“I love you, too.”
“No,” they said, pushing deeper into their seats. “You 

don’t get it. We are trying. We love you. We don’t know what 
the hell you are talking about.”

“I am talking about point B on square A and how it 
intersects with 1982,” I said.

“Can I get you a snack?” asked my mother.
“I’m not hungry,” I said.
“The roast beef is extra lean,” she said, standing. Her 

new velvet skirt looked pretty—falling dark blue. She’d 
gotten it at Macy’s semi-annual sale, half price.

My father finished his drink. Ice cubes rattled. He lit 
a cigarette.

“Ralph,” said my mother.
“Last one today,” he said. He looked closer at my work. 

“Where’d you get the graph paper?”
“Staples.” 

He pointed to 1981, where there was a red blotch up to 3 
on the latitude and 4.2 on the longitude. “What’s this one?”

“That’s when you left for awhile,” I said.
“Oh.” He blew out some smoke. My mother fanned the 

air. He was the only man left in his group of friends who 
still smoked; the rest had gotten into marathons and wine.

He found the next red blotch, a few years later. “And 
this?”

“That’s when you came back.”
There were red blotches all over the graph, up and down.
He placed his drink on a swirled glass coaster and looked  

me in the eye, and there was a loose emotion hovering about 
his face. “Listen,” he said again, resting his cigarette in 
the only ashtray my mother will allow, the one I made in 
elementary school out of clay.  

“I think you are a terrific person,” he said.

“Thanks,” I said.
“You’re good to people. You’re kind.”
“Thanks.”
“I don’t understand,” he said, scratching his cheek. “What 

is it you want from us?”
My mother returned with a plate of sandwiches. “Please,” 

she said. “Eat.” My father has never liked sandwiches. I was 
not hungry. We both ate sandwiches anyway. 

“Look,” I said, chewing. “Look at all the happy marks, 
too.”  

And on the graph, there they were—bright yellow, some-
times bright blue. Sparking up. All of 1983 was wonderful 
and colorful.  

“Look at that,” my mother said, tearing her sandwich 
into little pieces as she ate. “That was so long ago,” as if it 
was a photo album instead of a series of dots. “We were so 
young then.” She glanced at my father.

They were older, now. I could see the familiar lines on 
my father’s face, riven deep. I could see how my mother opted 
for a shoe that would support her feet and how she rubbed 
her calf as she sat because it was sore. They were not endless.

“I’m full,” I said.
“You can stay,” my mother said. “If you’re tired. I made 

up the bed in your old room, just in case.”
Her face was alert with hope, but I had things to do. I 

had email to check. I had photos to download. They saw 
me to the door. I put the graphs in the trunk, next to the 
spare tire and the cleaning mitt and the cassette tapes I can’t 
seem to throw away. “Bye,” they called from the doorway. 

“Bye,” I waved.

At my job, the following week, I sold two dresses that had 
been high couture in 1962 and now were reduced price but 
still unaffordable for most people. The dresses were pieces 
of architecture that walked around town and were lived in 
by a body.  The woman who bought one of the pink taffetas 
was younger than I was, barely 22, and her face had just 
started to become less blobby. We are blobby-faced for a 
long time. She bought the dress because she was going to a 
fancy party for a corporate sponsor of her parents’ coffee 
company, and she wanted and hoped to be discovered and 
made into a model. I knew she would never be a model; 
she wasn’t strange-looking enough. From age 2, everyone 
had told her she was pretty, but those people usually aren’t 
models. In a magazine her features would look like Chef 
Boyardee. Models came in on occasion to buy dresses, and 
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