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R!"#$ and her friends were blooming like spring,
budding, lithe, agile as cats. They wore tiny dresses and skirts so short
that their frilly satin tennis bloomers showed. Into their bloomers they
tucked an extra tennis ball to extract when it was needed, as with
sleight of hand, like pulling a rabbit out of a hat, a quarter from behind
an ear. Their days were spent honing their games in lessons and prac-
tice, playing in tournaments, and in between matches, watching each
other compete, killing time, hanging out, playing Ping-Pong and end-
less games of cards. They were brown as berries, with feet as white as
the moon; the sock lines at their ankles were as sharply drawn as saddle
shoes. Rosie and her partner Simone Duvall were good, ranked num-
ber one in the girls fourteen-and-under doubles in northern California.
Cocky and devoted, they loved to be watched by almost everyone but
their parents, loved to be watched by other kids, by their pros, by the
other kids’ pros, and by members of the clubs at which they played—
the weekend duffers who’d look at Rosie Ferguson, thirteen years old
and seventy wiry pounds, hitting the ball as hard as almost any man
they knew, thick black curls whipping, Siamese blue eyes steely, impas-
sive, twenty bullets in a row, over the net and in, frowning almost im-
perceptibly if she missed.

The kids on this circuit could go to any club in the country, proba-
bly the world, and in simply rallying with one another draw a small
crowd. Their parents sat in groups holding their children’s knapsacks
and sweats, unconsciously dandling them in their laps when the ten-
sion rose. The parents—tight-faced, vigorous, vibrating—sat in si-
lences so grave and tense that except for the rampant whiteness and
signs of wealth, they might have been waiting for disappeared children
in Central American plazas.

one
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Each tournament was played by dozens of these tiny pros, all
watching one another play, all aware of each other’s rank and seed. The
girls would have loved to be watched by boys. For the most part, how-
ever, the girls watched the boys play but the boys rarely watched the
girls. The boys were stronger, heavier, more aggressive, and most of
the men preferred to watch them play—except for the girls’ fathers,
sometimes their coaches, and Luther.

There was a man named Luther who had started following the girls
from tournament to tournament last year, arriving in Sacramento or
Palo Alto or Berkeley or Stockton, wherever that week’s tournament
was. Luther came by bus with no suitcase, no gym bag, no nothing. He
looked like one of the men who stood by the side of the road at inter-
sections, holding up a sign saying they were hungry and homeless, had
babies or AIDS, would work for food. One day in Modesto he just
showed up and started watching some of the girls play. It quickly be-
came clear that he had favorites—and that Rosie Ferguson was one of
them.

People guessed that Luther was in his late forties, although he could
have been much older or younger. He was white but sometimes dirty,
and big, with rounded shoulders and a close crew cut. He may have
been handsome once, with a good straight nose and rugged jawline.
He wore old worn pants and jackets, black wing-tip shoes. His eyes
were dark brown, often rimmed with red as though from drinking, al-
though you never saw him with a bottle. His teeth were strong looking
but the yellow of old linoleum. The slow smile was the worst part.
When he was sitting on the lowest bench of the bleachers, as close as
he could get, and he leaned in to watch when a girl had to bend low to
the ground, and he smiled, a current of fear and excitement would run
through the girls, a dark thrill like they felt at scary movies.

The parents had tried all last year to get the police to make him stop
watching their daughters, but because he wasn’t doing anything wrong
and was never publicly drunk, there was nothing they could do. The
club tournaments were open to the public, and many tournaments
were held at public parks; he was the public. He didn’t push his luck, ei-
ther, didn’t walk or hitch rides to the lonely satellite courts where over-
flow matches were often played—junior college courts or cracked,
dilapidated public courts with metal nets. He stayed right in the public
eye, shuffling from match to match. Just watching.

4 A n n e  L a m o t t

23523 ch01.qxd  7/2/11  1:22 PM  Page 4



Rosie’s stepfather James tried to find out who this man was and
whether he had a record. Everyone naturally assumed he was a child
molester, and James hoped to discover that he was breaking probation.
But no one knew his last name, and none of the police in any of the
towns and cities James contacted had any information on him, except
that the tournament officials there had also been calling to inquire
about him. One old-timer from the Golden Gate Park courts—where
Luther spent quite a lot of time, according to the kids who practiced
there—claimed that Luther was a veteran, with a wound that had left
him . . . well, as the old-timer put it, had left him Luther.

James was not crazy about Luther, although he was not convinced
that the man was dangerous, but he actually hated Rosie’s coach, her
big handsome pro, J. Peter Billings. Peter was a man of fifty, handsome
as a model in a toothpaste ad, with a shaggy blond head of hair and big
blue eyes. He was the pro at the club where Rosie had a junior mem-
bership, a club to which only the seriously wealthy could belong. The
only exceptions were three junior members who paid a small monthly
fee in order to play there and be coached by J. Peter Billings. Most of
the young people who took lessons from Peter were the children of
rich parents, who either played tennis themselves or lounged around
the Olympic-sized pool. Their family memberships cost nearly fifteen
hundred dollars a year, and since this paid Peter’s salary, membership
included his effusive friendliness.

Rosie and Simone, on the other hand, each paid forty dollars a
month for their junior memberships, and since neither could afford
more than two lessons a month, they did not warrant a great deal of
loyalty. Furthermore, he was coaching two promising boys who had
been nationally ranked for several years now and who were sure—at
the very least—to snag a couple of great tennis scholarships; he also
had a female protégé who had gone from winning national singles
tournaments at sixteen to being a touring pro who now won her share
of international doubles tournaments.

So J. Peter Billings had no need of two teenage girls lacking the na-
tional recognition or wealth of his three main students, students who
bought two and three and four rackets every year and had each of
these strung every few months. The girls were doubles champions, that
was true, but Simone was lazy, and Rosie had a tendency to “choke,” to
blow solid leads by spooking herself into a state of dread. Real cham-
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pions entered matches assuming that they would win; Rosie played
many singles matches driven by the terror of losing. Still, Peter had all
but promised that if the girls kept up their games, they would get
scholarships to decent colleges someday.

He rarely showed up specifically to watch either of the girls play,
but if he drove to a tournament where one of his boys was playing, he
might give Rosie and Simone a ride, and then would sometimes stand
with a fatherly, proprietary air near the court where one of the girls
was playing. Rosie basked in his attention and tried to play so well and
so hard that he would stay. But James watched him watch Rosie with
thinly disguised contempt. James said that you could never trust a man
who parted his name on the left. And he hated Peter’s sexy, stupid little
jokes: “You know where they get virgin wool, don’t you, Rosie? From
the fastest sheep.” When Rosie repeated the joke to her parents at the
dinner table, they had just stared back at her blankly. Rosie found Peter
impossibly handsome, with his movie-star hair and long, tautly mus-
cled body, and he coached her well, worked her hard at lessons, pound-
ing thousands of balls at her from a shopping cart at the net. She’d
heard him bragging about her achievements, and sometimes that felt
wonderful, like sunshine, and sometimes she felt like a pet rock in
whom he had begun to lose interest. But she was grateful and relieved
for any attention from him whatsoever, because she knew that she was
not a true champion, not a singles champion. And no one cared nearly
as much about doubles.

James also disliked most of the kids, except for Rosie and a few of
her friends.

“I can’t help it,” he said. “All I see are a bunch of spoiled kids,
raised in the lap of luxury. They’re billboards for suburban perfection.
Do you think they are really happy?” he asked Elizabeth once. “They
have all the accoutrements, all the right clothes, and it all seems so lost
on them.”

Still, every so often, he came along when Elizabeth drove Rosie to
wherever that week’s tournament was, and he alone could exert a calm-
ing effect on Rosie in the hours before important matches. He said
funny things to make her laugh, let her play her awful music on the car
stereo, and he censored his caustic commentary on the world for her
sake. He surprised her with Baggies of trail mix or dried fruit to boost
her energy, moleskin in case she developed a blister, a washcloth to
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tuck in the waistband of her tennis skirt, with which she might mop up
her sweat or tears. And Elizabeth hoped each time that he’d come
around, see the animal beauty and skill of the young bodies, the dedi-
cation, the joy. But it did not stir him, did not send him into the disci-
plined trance of the other parents, huddled in their unhappy groups.

One day in February, he and Elizabeth sat a discreet distance from
Rosie and Simone, who were paired in the fourteen-and-under doubles
final in the season’s first tournament, traditonally held in Bayview,
where they lived.

Once there had been Miwok Indian villages here, then dairy farms
and fisheries, and in the l880s, the railroad, with tracks all through
town, a depot, a roundhouse, a pier on San Francisco Bay so that rail-
road cars might carry their freight and passengers by ferry to San
Francisco and beyond. Now, wherever you looked, you found shops,
boutiques, cafés. The railroad tracks had been converted into bike
paths on which the tanned, handsome people of Bayview jogged,
walked pedigreed dogs, or raced along on bicycles and roller skates.
The railroad workers, the fishermen, and farmers could never have af-
forded to live here now. The Fergusons and James lived here only be-
cause Elizabeth’s first husband, Andrew—killed in a car crash when
Rosie was four—had bought an old ramshackle house fifteen years
ago, before all the boutiques and coffeehouses, before three tennis
clubs and four private schools had sprung up within five miles of each
other. Outside the walls of these clubs and schools and boutiques,
women, pregnant or with sad dirty children, and men huddled by the
road at intersections, holding their signs, begging. James had heard
them referred to once on the radio as the residentially challenged. He
almost always gave them a dollar or two. Their numbers were growing:
on the way to the previous season’s last tournament, held in Palo Alto
in late November, James and Simone and the Fergusons had counted
twenty-eight people asking for money at traffic lights, seven with chil-
dren, one with four all her own.

Still, Bayview was about as beautiful a place as you could wish to be,
with its low rolling lion-claw hills and tree-lined streets, temperate
weather and wondrous views. Two islands floated on the wide blue bay,
Angel and Alcatraz; Angel green and lovely, peopled by hikers, picnick-
ers, children; Alcatraz haunted, dark, abandoned, chill. Sailboats and
ferries sliced through the rough blue waters; way over to the right was
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the Golden Gate Bridge, its arms outstretched from Marin on the
north to the golden lights of San Francisco. And watching over the
town’s ten thousand people was their mountain, small and sublime,
the mountain the Indians called Tamalpais, the sleeping maiden. You
could see her verdant shoulders and head and breast from almost
everywhere in the county, and the hills and slopes unfolded beneath her
like big swells in the ocean. You could see her from the street where the
Fergusons lived; you could see her from the bleachers where James and
Elizabeth sat today, watching the match. Whenever Elizabeth drove the
five miles from home to the base of the mountain, to its beautifully de-
fined skirt around which Rosie had been crawling her entire life, she
thought of the mother in the Nutcracker, with her huge hoopskirt and
all her children pouring out from underneath.

E%#&'($)* sat watching her daughter and Simone play hard and
fierce. She was mother to them both today, as Simone’s mother had
been unable to get away from the nail salon that she owned in town.
The girls were concentrating on each shot, moving like quicksilver
around the court, up and back and over in the ballet of girls’ doubles.
Simone played gracefully, steady and serene, with a powerhouse fore-
hand and a slightly reserved topspin backhand. Rosie, on the other
hand, looked like she was out to avenge the Holocaust. She was
scrappy and pigeon-toed, moving about with unbridled energy like a
shark. Their opponents never had a chance. One of the girls, who’d
gained twenty pounds since last season, wore a baseball cap for a visor,
with a thick river of reddish hair pouring out the back like a horse’s
mane. She had entered the court holding her racket carrying case like a
briefcase, as if she had just come home from the office. Her partner
was a very small black girl, nearly thirteen, with glasses and cornrowed
hair, who hesitated coming up to the net and so kept getting caught in
the no-man’s-land between the T of the service line and the baseline,
where it was ridiculously easy for either Rosie or Simone to pass her.
Her name was Kaya, and she had been ranked in the top five of the
girls twelve and under, but she wasn’t doing so well in the fourteens.
She played angry and erratic, like a colicky baby grown up.

An incredibly lucky return of serve had emboldened Rosie early on,
and she simply wasn’t missing. She and Simone, together at the net,
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were an old married couple who knew how to finish each other’s phys-
ical sentences. Rosie, for instance, playing backhand, knew that
Simone’s backhand net game was more deadly, more precise, than her
own forehand volley, and she knew how to tell by the most minute ad-
justment in Simone’s posture whether Simone was going to step into
the path of an oncoming ground stroke and try to put it away or
whether she herself should step in and take it. They did not have a
foolproof system though, and sometimes each would think the other
had the ball, and both would move out of the way, and then they
would get passed down the middle of the court. When this happened,
they would hang their heads good-naturedly, or roll their eyes, or smite
their foreheads. But for the most part, they were smooth, exciting
dancers, instinctive, brilliant in anticipation underneath the trans-
parency of their also being best friends.

Elizabeth watched in awe and so felt disloyal when she laughed
under her breath at James’s sarcastic comments.

James looked around nervously from time to time, scanning the
bleachers for Luther, who wasn’t there, and taking in the opulence,
the luxurious landscaping—irises and early roses in the flower beds,
kaleidoscopic flower boxes everywhere, bursting clownlike with garde-
nias and purple African daisies. Sometimes he scribbled down observa-
tions in a little notebook he kept in the back pocket of his jeans. He
wrote down funny things she and Rosie said; he collected what he
called Simone stories to use in writing his novels. Just today, driving
over to the club, Simone had confessed that she was so afraid of being
buried alive that she’d written a note that she kept in her desk that said,
“In case of my death, make sure if they’re going to bury me that you
shoot me in the head and heart first.” James had whispered, “Whoa,”
and Simone had gone on to something else, and at the next red light,
James had extracted the little notebook from his back pocket, and
scribbled this down.

An arrogant rodent-faced boy of Rosie’s age, playing singles on the
next court against a tall impassive Chinese boy, made a wheezing,
droning grunt with every shot he hit. It sounded like an approaching
mosquito. James shuddered.

“Is that some kind of mantra?” he said. Elizabeth shook her head.
“Neee-ow,” said James.
“Nee-ow,” said the boy, hitting a backhand.
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“It’s like the sound a kid makes when he’s playing with toy airplanes.
Maybe it helps him guide the ball in. Like air traffic control.”

Elizabeth studied James, his wild fluffy hair, his beautiful green
eyes, and he looked at her and smiled. She loved being with him; it was
that simple. She felt happy when he was around. He loved her, he
loved her child, he made them laugh. Sometimes when she called from
the grocery store to see if he needed anything, he would cry out plain-
tively, “Come home! Why aren’t you home?” She reached out now, at
the club, and touched his cheekbone with the back of her fingers, and
then moved her fingers down to his lips, and he opened his mouth,
enough for her to feel his warm breath, and she felt him smiling, just
barely, beneath her fingers. After a moment he kissed one of her
knuckles and went back to watching the girls.

“You know what I do like about this place,” he said, “is the sound of
the ball on the racket and the court. It sounds like something is being
accomplished. How often do you get to hear skill? I find it comforting.

“But on the other hand, this right here represents the end of white
Anglo-Saxon America. The boats are unloading beautiful rainbow peo-
ple onto our shores right now, whose turn it will be. Ah,” he exclaimed,
looking over to the right. “Speaking of rainbows.”

Simone’s mother, Veronica Duvall, had shown up after all, wearing
a cotton dress of prismatic hues. She waved to James and Elizabeth
and tottered over on high-heeled mules. She was very pretty, with dark
yellow hair, ten years younger than Elizabeth, very friendly, full of in-
nocence and New Age platitudes. She drank perhaps a little too much
on occasion, but nothing like the quantities Elizabeth used to put away,
after Andrew’s death and before she got sober. Everyone exchanged
quiet pleasantries as the girls played on, Elizabeth bending over to
whisper into Veronica’s ear that the girls were winning the finals easily.
Almost all the other parents wore expensive tennis shoes and were
dressed as if they might play a set of doubles together themselves after
the children were done; Veronica looked as though she were off to
serve cocktails at the harmonic convergence.

Rosie and Simone won, as expected. Elizabeth and James clapped
loudly, proudly. The sun shone in the bright blue sky. So you would
have thought, watching Rosie bask in the applause, in the glow of the
on-court presentation of their trophies, that she was still a black-haired
golden child, the child of last year who had played in ecstasy, in joy of
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motion, so fulfilled and happy moving that she could barely stand it, as
if her inner camera were for the moment fully focused.

And there were times, like right now, when she still felt that joy,
when she still felt wild. But in the last six months her body had begun
trundling her into tortured, self-conscious adolescence. She felt she
was on the wrong planet. She feared that all the other kids were drawn
into life in a way that she wasn’t; she observed the grown-ups and saw
in their lives a lack of vitality and joy, saw a flatness in their faces. It
gripped her with fear. She sometimes decided that she had been put on
the earth among all these earthlings so that scientists might study her.
She was afraid she would never have a boyfriend, breasts, periods. She
was afraid because four years before, Mr. Thackery, the father of her
best friend Sharon, had shown her his penis, made her see it, hard and
purple, when she was only nine, and she was afraid that seeing it had
infected her insides, had tainted her. She was afraid she would never
forget. She was afraid of dying in either a nuclear catastrophe or a
drive-by shooting, she was afraid that curious, staring Luther would
find her and rape her, she was afraid she would end up poorly ranked,
but more than anything else, she was afraid that her mother would die.

Her daddy had already died, nine years ago. Pictures of him hung
on the walls of her bedroom, and so every day she remembered how
tall and good-looking he’d been, with thick wavy brown hair and blue
eyes, a shy smile, and a long nose that was almost too long but instead
looked aristocratic. She remembered riding around town on his shoul-
ders, and how he held onto her ankles with his large beautiful hands,
how everyone said he had beautiful hands, and how safe she felt sitting
on top of him, like they were one long person, a totem pole.

Sometimes when she could not fall asleep, her mind would lock
onto the image of her mother drowning, those last few moments of
suffocating underwater, looking up in panic through the frigid water of
San Francisco Bay into the bright sunlight where her screaming daugh-
ter stood, unable to save her.

J'+$" always took her and Elizabeth out for dinner when he came to
watch her play. If she had played well and won, or played beautifully in
losing to someone ranked higher than she, she found him funny and
forgave him his terrible clothes. If she was disappointed, she listened
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to his jokes and sarcastic commentary with thinly veiled disgust. This
time they ended up at a small Korean restaurant near home. There
were big dreamy landscapes painted on the wall, bamboo mats and
kitschy gewgaws everywhere. They were the only customers. They or-
dered sodas and studied the menu.

“Girl, you played so beautifully today,” said James. Rosie squirmed,
and Elizabeth smiled at her husband’s soft touch, her daughter’s look
of dazed naïveté. He went back to reading the menu. He wore Ben
Franklin–style reading glasses now, which he bought at Thrifty. “I sup-
pose it’s required that I get the octopus,” he said. “You always make me
get the octopus, Elizabeth.”

“I’ve never made you get octopus, darling.”
“Well, it turns out that I desire octopus tonight. That’s what victory

does for a man. In fact, I’m going to order both the octopus and the
squid and stage an underwater fight.”

Rosie was shaking her head. She was used to this and traded a look
with her mother.

“James,” she said. “Why would you order things you don’t want?”
It was wonderful food, light and bright, hot and sweet, full of garlic,

ginger, chilies, sugar. “I like that,” said James. “I like a cuisine where
they add sugar to everything.”

“Better, of course, if they also add heavy cream,” said Elizabeth.
All of a sudden Rosie was blinking back tears as she stared miserably at
the food on her plate.

“Oh, darling,” Elizabeth murmured in surprise.
“Why can’t anything ever be fine just the way it is?” Rosie said.

“Why do you two always have to find fault with everything?”
James and Elizabeth looked at each other wearily.
“But I love this food, honey,” said Elizabeth.
“You’d love it more with cream.”
They ate in silence. From time to time Elizabeth glanced up and

studied James while he ate. I love you, she thought, I do.
She reached out and rubbed Rosie’s forehead. Rosie’s eyes were

closed. After a minute, two tears trickled out, which Elizabeth rubbed
away. Rosie squirmed. “Okay?” said Elizabeth. Rosie nodded.

Elizabeth felt a wave of peace, of reconciliation. And when, for no
particular reason, one of James’s cheap wooden chopsticks suddenly
broke in half, the sound made everyone smile. He looked around as if
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something awful had happened, then held out both broken parts to
their waiter, who was hurrying toward them with two more courses.

“Do you have any wood glue?” James implored.

T*$,$ were days and moments now when Rosie was as sweet and at-
tentive and interesting as one could hope for in a thirteen-year-old girl,
and there were times when, physically and emotionally, she was frozen,
hard, full of blame and something bordering on hate. Five years had
passed since the Thackerys moved away, Elvin—free and apparently
unbothered by what he’d done—promoted at his company and moved
out of the county. Now Simone, whom Rosie had known almost her
whole life, was Rosie’s best friend, but Rosie still grieved Sharon’s de-
parture. They had not spoken by phone or mail since the Thackerys
moved, and Elizabeth felt sometimes, when Rosie froze up with deri-
sion and judgment, that she was secretly armoring herself against any
more hurt, any more lost friends, any more lost dads. Rosie sometimes
seemed to believe that if she didn’t cause the lost connection, it would
be done to her anyway, and so if anything more was going to be
snatched away, she herself would do the snatching.

Tonight’s small moments of connection, Rosie’s pleasure in their
company, filled Elizabeth with quiet relief.

T*$- the next morning Rosie was so openly hostile at breakfast that
James got up and left. Elizabeth looked at her sad fierce child, then
tilted her head and studied her like a painting.

“Is it anything you can talk about, Rosie?” Rosie shook her head,
staring into her bowl of cereal, as if on a phone call full of bad news
where no one else could even see the receiver. Sun poured in on them,
on Rosie’s skinny little shoulders, brown stick arms, that face full of
resignation, anxiety, questioning. She looked as if the angel of death
were appearing to her. “Honey?” said Elizabeth, and Rosie glanced up
with a now familiar look, a look that James characterized as saying, If
you knew how tough it is for me, you’d realize why you make me so
sick. The sun smelled warm, like laundry in the dryer, like melting yel-
low crayons.
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