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Passing the Curse 

I now consider myself dead to everybody I know, since the fifth 

day of July, 1996, when I decided to be sweet—quit talking—and now 

my younger daughter—twenty-six and a MOUTH herself—thinks I'm 

either dying or "mad" at her still, which I am, but I am not openly 

berating her for indulging in a divorce and a job and casting her 

four year old daughter—offspring of blabbermouths—into Daycare Hell 

(the child's father is about to be scissored out of the family 

pictures to keep from offending New Boyfriend), and my husband of 

thirty-three years just sits in his reeliner and eyes me over his 

newspaper because now when he suggests sex, I smile and spread my 

legs though I am sick and tired of the missionary position, which I 

have told him, but which I could tolerate as long as I was drinking 

and smoking, habits I'd believed as impossible to quit as talking, 

even with a fresh cherry popsickle stain like a slapped cheek on my 

new green coneh-

Today is Sunday—Funday for everybody else but me—and the whole 

family is coming, including New Boyfriend, a college professor with a 

minor in and a major in cynicism; and my older daughter, a 

nurse in Atlanta, who long ago quit forgiving me after I laid claim 

to her first child and called her husband a bum (actually, I never 

said that exactly—one of her friends asked if he'd found a job yet 



a n d  w a s  h e  s t i l l  d r i n k i n g  i m p o r t e d  b e e r  a n d  I  s a i d  n o ,  h e  h a d n ' t  

f o u n d  a  j o b  y e t ,  b u t  y e s ,  I  h a d  s e e n  s o m e  b e e r  i n  t h e i r  r e f r i g e r a t o r ,  

t h o u g h  I  w o u l d n ' t  k n o w  i m p o r t e d  f r o m  t h e  e x p o r t e d  k i n d ) ;  a n d  m y  s o n  

a n d  h i s  n e w  w i f e ,  w h o  I  m a d e  i n t o  a n  e n e m y  w i t h  m y  m o u t h  a  w e e k  

b e f o r e  t h e i r  w e d d i n g  d a y  w h e n  I  a l l  b u t  c a l l e d  h e r  a  m o n e y - g r u b b e r  

a n d  r a k e d  h e r  o v e r  f o r  o r d e r i n g  a  $ 2 0 0  b r i d a l  b o u q u e t  a n d  e x p e c t i n g  

m e  t o  p a y  f o r  i t  o u t  o f  m y  m o n t h l y  s a l a r y  o f  $ 1 6 7 . 5 0  w o r k i n g  a s  a  

p a r t — t i m e  l i b r a r i a n .  

S t a n d i n g  b e f o r e  m y  o l d  h a r v e s t  g o l d  s t o v e ,  I  f e e l  w o r d s  b u b b l i n g  

u p  a n d  p o p p i n g  l i k e  d i r t y  s u d s  i n  m y  b r a i n ;  a l l  m o r n i n g  I  h a v e  b e e n  

m e n t a l l y  r e p l a y i n g  Y o u n g e r  D a u g h t e r ' s  F o u r t h  o f  J u l y  p r a n k  w h e n  s h e  

i n v i t e d  h e r  e n t i r e  f a m i l y  o f  i n - l a w s ,  a l o n g  w i t h  a s s o r t e d  f r i e n d s  a n d  

s e c r e t  N e w  E t o y f r i e n d ,  t o  o u r  A l a p a h a  R i v e r  f i s h  f r y  a n d  g o t  p i s s e d  

b e c a u s e  n o b o d y  b e l i e v e d  h e  w a s  h e r  b e s t  f r i e n d ' s  d a t e  w h e n  s h e ,  

Y o u n g e r  D a u g h t e r ,  g o t  c a u g h t  t o u c h i n g  t o e s  w i t h  h i m ,  l o u n g e  c h a i r  t o  

l o u n g e  c h a i r ,  a n d  I  e n d e d  u p  s i d i n g  w i t h  t h e  i n - l a w s  b y  a g r e e i n g  t h a t  

Y o u n g e r  D a u g h t e r  h a d  a  s l u t t y  w a y  o f  a n n o u n c i n g  h e r  i n d e p e n d e n c e  a n d  

s u b s e q u e n t  d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  w h o  j u s t  s a t  t h e r e  d u m b ,  

e y e i n g  h e r  f r o m  t h e  r i v e r  b a n k  t h e  s a m e  w a y  m y  h u s b a n d  h a s  b e e n  

e y e i n g  m e  f r o m  h i s  r e c l i n e r  h e r e  l a t e l y .  

W e l l ,  I  h a v e  b e e n  f o r g i v e n ,  l e t  m e  p u t  i t  t h a t  w a y ,  t h o u g h  I  

k n o w  o n e  m o r e  w o r d s p i l l  w i l l  b e  m y  l a s t — m y  l a s t  c h i l d  l e f t  w h o  w i l l  

f o r g i v e  m e ! — a n d  n o w  Y o u n g e r  D a u g h t e r  i s  s i d l i n g  u p  t o  m e  a t  t h e  

s t o v e ,  d r e s s e d  i n  f a d e d  b l u e  j e a n s  a n d  a n  o r a n g e  s t r i p e d  s h i r t  t h a t  

s h o w s  h e r  s u c k e d — i n  s t o m a c h ,  h e r  l o n g  b l o n d e  h a i r  y a n k e d  b a c k  i n  a  

p o n y t a i 1 — n o  m a k e u p - — a n d  s h e  i s  g r i n n i n g ,  h u g g i n g  m e ,  c r o s s i n g  h e r  

l o n g  t h i n  a r m s  t h a t  m a k e  m e  f e e l  s h e  w i l l  s u r e l y  s t a r v e  o n  h e r  o w n  

a n d  g a z i n g  b a c k  a t  N e w  B o y f r i e n d  s a u n t e r i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  k i t c h e n  d o o r  



w i t h  a  b r i s t l y  b l a c k  b e a r d  t h a t  e x t e n d s  o v e r  t h e  t o p  o f  h i s  b o w l  

h e a d ;  s o  I  t u r n ,  s m i l e ,  n o d ,  a n d  s t i r  m y  p o t  o f  s p e c k l e d  b u t t e r b e a n s ,  

w h i c h  I  h a v e  c o o k e d  s o u t h e r n - s t y l e  w i t h  h u n k s  o f  s m o k e d  h a m  . j u s t  f o r  

h i m  b e c a u s e  h e ' s  a  Y a n k e e  a n d  s h e  h a d  t h e  g a l l  t o  t e l l  m e  o n  t h e  

p h o n e  l a s t  n i g h t — I  g u e s s  t o  g e t  s o m e  k i n d  o f  r e a c t i o n — t h a t  h e  h a d  

a s k e d  h e r  i f  w e ' d  b e  h a v i n g  c h i t t l i n g s  f o r  d i n n e r  t h e  n e x t  d a y .  

N o w  I  w a n t  t o  t a l k ,  I  r e a l l y  w a n t  t o  t a l k ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  

c h i t t l i n g  r e m a r k ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  m y  f o u r - y e a r - o l d  g r a n d d a u g h t e r  h a s  

g r a f t e d  h e r s e l f  t o  m y  l e g s ,  h i d i n g  h e r  p r e c i o u s  S h i r l e y  T e m p l e  f a c e  

t o  k e e p  f r o m  s e e i n g  t h e  s t r a n g e  m a n  i n  m y  k i t c h e n ;  I  w a n t  t o  b a b y t a l k  

h e r  a n d  s a y ,  " N a n n y ' s  s u g a r b a b y ,  i t ' s  a l l  r i g h t ,  I  w o n ' t  l e t  t h a t  o l d  

b o o g e r m a n  g e t  y o u , "  a n d  p i c k  h e r  u p  a n d  l e t  h e r  w r a p  h e r  c h u b b y ,  t a n  

l e g s  a r o u n d  m y  w a i s t  w h i l e  I  r o c k  h e r ,  a n d  s t o p  w h a t  I  a m  d o i n g  t o  

s e e  h e r  l a t e s t  t r i c k  o n  t h e  t r a m p o l i n e — s h e  w o n ' t  p l a y  b y  h e r s e l f —  

b u t  I  j u s t  b e n d  d o w n  a n d  k i s s  h e r  p o u f y  b r o w n  b a n g s  a n d  s t u d y  h e r  

b u s y  g r e e n  e y e s  a n d  c h e e k y  f a c e ,  a n d  s h e  g r i n s  l i k e  y o u — k n o w — w h o  a n d  

I  t r y  t o  f i g u r e  w h o  e l s e  s h e  r e m i n d s  m e  o f — m a y b e  t h e  C e e c e e  B l o o m  

c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  m o v i e  B E A C H E S ,  w h o  d e m a n d e d  s o  m u c h  a t t e n t i o n  t h a t  

h e r  m o t h e r  f i n a l l y  r a n  a w a y  t o  F l o r i d a ,  l e a v i n g  n o  f o r w a r d i n g  a d d r e s s -

- o r  m a y b e  s h e  r e m i n d s  m e  o f  m y  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  w h o  i n  h e r  o l d  a g e  w o u l d  

s t a r t  o u t  t o  s a y  s o m e t h i n g  k i n d  a n d  t w i s t  i t  a r o u n d  t o  s o m e t h i n g  s o  

v e h e m e n t  a n d  t a c t l e s s  t h a t  n o b o d y  w o u l d  s p e a k  t o  h e r  b e f o r e  s h e  d i e d  

i f  s h e  h a d  t o l d  t h e m  t h e y ' d  . j u s t  w o n  t h e  F l o r i d a  l o t t e r y  ( o n c e  s h e  

t o l d  h e r  M e t h o d i s t  p r e a c h e r  h o w  m u c h  s h e  e n j o y e d  h i s  s e r m o n ,  a d d i n g  

" d e l i v e r y  i s n ' t  e v e r y t h i n g " ) ,  b u t  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  a s  c u t e  a n d  c l o y i n g  

a  c h i l d  a s  t h i s  g r a n d d a u g h t e r ,  w h o  m o r e  t h a n  a l l  t h e  a b o v e  i s  

b e g i n n i n g  t o  r e m i n d  m e  o f  m e .  



I didn't talk, I am safe, Ceecee Bloom has conned her cousin, 

the one I laid claim to five years ago and whose daddy I was rumored 

to have called a bum, into pushing her in the tree swing, and they 

are talking, talking, while Younger Daughter in the living room is 

busy trying to ingratiate New Boyfriend to her daddy and sister and 

brother, who shook New Boyfriend's hand, said "Hey," then dawdled out 

to the front porch where his bride is pouting in the porch swing and 

locking looks with me through the window every time I pass from the 

stove to the sink to flour chicken for frying, at which point I just 

smile and nod and stifle talking by concentrating on the word 

sparring going on between football commentators on the TV in the 

living room, an old trick of my husbands, turning on the TV, when he 

wants to put an end to a uncomfortable conversation, which so far has 

amounted to only stabs at remarks and Younger Daughter's put—on 

laughter and speeded-up, repetitive talking, as if talking faster and 

repeating herself will make them see how justified—in—general she is, 

and I know I have passed the talking curse down. 

"Sally tells me you like to read," says New Boyfriend, slipping 

up behind me with his hands cradled over his crotch, rocking on the 

sides of his white tennis shoes. He speaks low and slick through 

thick white teeth. His skin is Jesus-wan. He looks sick. 

I smile, nod, turn the chicken. 

"Mostly novels, she says." 

I turn, smile, nod, place the lid on the skillet. 

"You read Grishom, I bet." 

I can spot a TV watcher by who they read—only authors on the 

bestseller list and those interviewed on the TODAY SHOW. 



" I  d o n ' t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c a r e  f o r  h i m  m y s e l f , "  h e  s a y s .  

O h  ,  w e l  1  »  

" I  h e a r  t h e  t h i r d  b o o k  o f  C o r m a c  M c C a r t h y ' s  t r i l o g y  w i l l  b e  

c o m i n g  o u t  s o o n . "  

I  t u r n  t h e  c h i c k e n  a g a i n ,  t h o u g h  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  i s  p a l e  a s  a  

r a b b i t ' s  u n d e r b e l l y .  

" S m e l l s  g o o d , "  h e  s a y s  a n d  l e a n s  c l o s e r .  " Y o u  f r y  m u c h ? "  

A l l  t h e  t i m e ,  I  w a n t  t o  s a y ;  I  f r y  o u r  t o a s t  a n d  w o u l d  f r y  o u r  

c o f f e e  i f  I  c o u l d  f i g u r e  h o w ;  I  w o u l d  f r y  y o u r  t o n g u e  i f  1  c o u l d  g e t  

a w a y  w i t h  i t ,  i f  n o t  f o r  Y o u n g e r  D a u g h t e r  b e i n g  m y  l a s t  c h i l d  w i l l i n g  

t o  f o r g i v e  m e ,  o n e  l a s t  t i m e .  

" T h a n k  y o u , "  I  s a y ,  a n d  i t ' s  a s  i f  t h o s e  t w o  l i t t l e  w o r d s  o p e n  a  

v a l v e  i n  m y  b r a i n  a n d  t h e  b a n k e d  d i r t y  s u d s  s t a r t s l i d i n g  d o w n  t o  m y  

f a c e  a n d  I  h a v e  t o  p u f f  m y  c h e e k s  a n d  s q u i n c h  m y  e y e s  a n d  M e w  

B o y f r i e n d  s t e p s  b a c k  a n d  c r e e p s  t o  t h e  s c r e e n e d  d o o r  o f  t h e  k i t c h e n ,  

s t a n d s  a  m i n u t e ,  a s  i f  t a k i n g  i n  t h e  v i e w  o f  w e e d  f i e l d s  a n d  s h e d d i n g  

1 i v e o a k s  a n d  G e o r g i a  d i r t ,  t h e n  g o e s  o u t s i d e .  H e  d o e s n ' t  s l a m  t h e  

d o o r  l i k e  e v e r y b o d y  e l s e ,  . j u s t  e a s e s  i t  s h u t ,  w h i c h  m a k e s  m e  l o n g  t o  

s a y  t h a n k  y o u  a g a i n .  


