Polly’s house
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It has been a while since we have all squeezed in the same car. The Volvo smells the way it used to when we were kids: like grass, gasoline and cigars. Dad still keeps the red plastic gasoline container in the trunk “just in case,” along with every farm implement imaginable. He still smokes cigars.  November in Cincinnati is still miserably grey and cold. 

The road that leads to Polly’s house is smooth and winding. She and Dad started dating not too long ago, and all we know is that Polly comes from old Cincinnati money and has a donkey living in her backyard. We pass dozens of gorgeous mansions with perfectly landscaped yards; they somehow look more regal with the grey sky above. 


The girl who answers the door looks about twelve. Her nose is small and pointed and her skin is milky white. We soon learn that she is a sophomore in high school and that her name is Petra, Polly’s daughter. 

Standing next to her at the door is a young girl in a white sweater — she must be the Vietnamese exchange student, the one who likes to cook and who Dad told us about before we arrived. “Polly doesn’t cook,” he had said, our mouths dropping at the fact that our old-fashioned father was hanging out with a woman who didn’t know the difference between extra virgin and regular olive oil. “But Mil, the Vietnamese exchange student, she loves to cook, cooks all the time for Polly and her two kids. How great is that?”

There are so many rooms in this house, all different sizes and temperatures and shapes, and they all feel like they have been lived in, maybe even too much so. The smaller rooms and modest kitchen remind us that the house has barely been renovated since it was built sometime in the nineteenth century. And there is so much stuff everywhere: old hair brush and mirror sets in the bathroom, candle holders and trinkets in the shelves, old magazines piled by every doorway, potted ferns and overgrown jade plants in every corner of the living room, Ravensburger puzzle pieces strewn across the coffee table. On the walls are huge oil paintings — portraits of Polly’s great-aunts and third cousins from back before photographs.

And then there’s Polly. She looks like Joni Mitchell; that’s really the most descriptive thing I can say. Her fifty-five years are revealed in the lines on her face; she has the same pointed little nose as her daughter. She’s wearing a loose purple sweater and jeans and moccasins and wooden hoop earrings. No makeup. She has a crooked smile but her teeth are white. My sisters and I shake hands with her one by one. 

The only food I see is the turkey sitting on the stove. Since Polly doesn’t cook, I wonder if we’ll be eating anything else. There is a thin woman sitting at the counter reading Architectural Digest, and aside from our family she is the only other guest who has arrived so far. The hodgepodge of place settings in the small dining room suggest there will be plenty more coming.

“I’m Lisa. I’m a good friend of Steve’s,” the thin woman tells us, a useless declaration considering we have no clue who Steve is, and no one cares to fill us in. Lisa is wearing a long, black shirtdress that eliminates any shape her body may or may not have. Her dark hair is in a bun and her bangs neatly cover her forehead. No makeup. She’s very pretty. She looks younger than my mom. For some reason we gravitate toward her, sitting on the window seat behind the counter, three blonds in a row.

“I’m sorry I smell like cigarettes,” she says, the word ‘cigarettes’ coming out in a whisper. “I’m a smoker, so hate me.” She giggles and I feel awkward. “Are you all in school, or…”

The three of us look at each other and silently agree that I’ll be the one to speak. “Graduated law school this past spring, senior, sophomore in college.”

Lisa nods and smiles. “I have three beautiful daughters too, younger than you girls. They’re in Nashville now, with their father.” She swallows. “It feels so strange to say that.” Lisa looks across the counter at the other people in the room but no one — there is now a white haired woman wearing lime green velour pants named Mary Joe standing in the kitchen, her coat still draped over her shoulders — seems to notice her sudden change of tone.
“Did it happen recently?” I ask her. 

“Yes. Very. Now I have to say ‘loved’ instead of ‘love.’ But I don’t call him my ex-husband. I’m the ex-wife, he’s the y-husband.” She laughs and sips from her wine glass.

I’m not used to the fake air of the heating vent so I ask Polly for a glass of water. “Of course!” she scoots around in diagonals across the kitchen. “We have cider, too, and iced tea.” She opens the fridge and pulls out a bloated jug of red-brown liquid. “Mark,” she asks Dad, “what do I do with apple cider that’s gone and fermented on me?”

She sets the jug on a stool on the center of the kitchen and for a moment everyone stares at it. I notice there is a new addition to the party, an older woman with long silver hair, light blue eyes and a deep voice. I learn later her name is Harriet and that unlike the rest of the people I will meet that night, she has never been married. “Hard cider, huh? I’ll give it a try,” she says, reaching for the jug and splashing the now-fizzy liquid into a paper cup. She leans over in her chair with her elbows on her knees and nods. “Oh, that’s great,” she says. “Good stuff.”

Before I know it, Dad is trying it and Polly and Mary Joe have glasses as well. “How is this real?” my sister Ava whispers to me.

Someone mentions something about a fire pit out back and I jump at the chance to get some fresh air. The large backyard smells like hay and farm animals and I remember my dad mentioning the donkey. The backyard slopes downward and I see the glow of the fire by a pile of wood and brush. I trip over what my dad calls my “city shoes” on my way down. It’s cold, so cold, and I consider turning back to the overheated house but I notice a figure lying next to the fire, face looking up into the trees, so I keep going.

Her name is Fabian. She is Harriet’s daughter and she’s almost as tall as Dad. She introduces herself to me without moving position. I find out she is my age, having just graduated from Vet school after doing her undergrad at Swarthmore. When I tell her I’m a newly inaugurated lawyer, she lifts herself from the ground and puts one hand behind her head.

“Ever considered animal rights law?” There is a leaf sticking to the collar of her sweater and in the firelight I see that she is smiling. “It’s like a huge deal, they really need lawyers. There was just this case up in Vermont I was reading about it. A rich guy has five Cadillacs and this prize horse, right, and in his will he says he wants the Cadillacs destroyed and the horse put down after he dies so that no one else can have them, right. So the guys dies and they burn up his Cadillacs and then there’s this horse that’s not ready to die. They decided in court he wouldn’t be put down, that the horse wasn’t a possession like the Cadillacs. So interesting. It’s a really growing field.”

I make some excuse about needing to help Polly in the kitchen and leave Fabian at the fire, staring at the trees.

I come back to find my sisters sitting at the dinner table across from Petra, Polly’s daughter. Mil is there too, the Vietnamese exchange student. There’s not much conversation going between them but I can see that it’s time to eat. A green bean casserole has appeared out of nowhere and a plate of canned cranberry sauce is on the counter. Lisa, Mary Joe and a large, loud woman named Melinda are throwing pine nuts and arugula and dried cranberries into the salad bowl; they are complaining that it lacks texture. Fabian appears shortly after I do with leaves still covering her sweater and asks if the casserole is vegetarian.

I finally meet Steve. He is Polly’s cousin and he has gray hair tied back into a ponytail. He makes several jokes about pot and he helps me to find a wine glass from the cabinet in the den.

I find a spot across from Mary Joe and next to my sister and plough through my pile of dark turkey meat and greens. During the silent parts in conversation Mary Joe turns to Mil.

“Is this your first Thanksgiving?” she asks her slowly.

“No.”

“Oh, so you’ve been to America before.” 

Mil gives her a look. “Just since September.”

“Oh. So when did you have Thanksgiving before?”

“Yesterday.”

I am the first to go for seconds, as usual. While I’m up I notice the pies on the counter, both in cardboard display boxes, one with a bright orange sticker that reads “Day After Thanksgiving Sale: $5.99!”

My mom always made the pie for Thanksgiving. She called it Christmas pie because the combination of cloves and cinnamon made the house smell like Christmas. It had the gooey filling of a chess pie and an imperfect crust that proudly declared its homemade-ness. Her black sweater would be covered in flour and the counter would be a warzone of overturned bottles of vanilla extract and aggressively opened bags of sugar.
Melinda insists that we put the pies in the oven before serving them for dessert. I choose a wobbly slice of pecan and sit back down at the dinner table. Someone asks about Polly’s nineteen-year-old son.

“Not feeling well, I’m so bummed,” Polly answers, shaking her head and tearing off a bite of pie with the edge of her fork. Petra makes a quiet snorting sound and I see her mouth ‘hungover’ to Mil. They both giggle. When Petra catches my eye, I smile so that she knows I’m cool about it. 

I never learn his name. I assume he was there, Polly’s son, maybe passed out somewhere. Maybe drinking Jameson in some corner of that massive house. 
After the meal, I find Dad and my sister Layla working on the Ravensburger puzzle in the living room, and before I know it the whole dinner party has migrated there and is watching the two of them move the tiny pieces around.

“Did Mark tell you what this is a picture of?” Polly asks, turning to Lisa.

“No, what is it? It’s really beautiful.”

“Oh, gosh, if I tell you it’s just going to ruin the whole puzzle for everyone.”

“Well now you HAVE to tell us,” Melinda seems to shout from her perch on the arm of the couch. 

“What is it, again, Mark?” Polly asks.

“It’s Berchtesgaden.”

“Excuse me?” Melinda snorts and looks around, seeking endorsement.

“Berchtesgaden, Germany, as in where Hitler used to hang out when he wasn’t terrorizing the rest of Europe.” Polly taps the top of the puzzle box with the back of her hand.

“Yep,” Dad says, nodding his head. “See those ponies at the bottom? Nazi ponies.”

I try to resist getting involved in the puzzle solving process; with Mil, Dad and both of my sisters now involved, it is getting crowded around the coffee table. I hear Lisa starting to talk about her daughters and her “y-husband” again.

“I took all the furniture,” she says. “Just cleaned him out, and I didn’t feel bad about it. The thing I’m worried about is Christmastime.” She looks at my sisters and me. “How did you all handle Christmas every year?”

“The kids decided that they wanted to see us both every year back when this kid was 15,” my dad says, putting his hand on my shoulder. “We still do it that way, even with all of them grown up and moved away.”

“See, here’s the thing,” Lisa leans in and we all know what’s coming. “Every year the kids would get really excited about their Christmas stockings; my mother in law made them by hand and every morning the girls would open them first. They belong to my husband… my ex… my y-husband, but if there’s one thing I want to keep, it’s those stockings.”

Mil is the only one who continues to work on the puzzle. The rest of us turn to Lisa and listen.

“He’ll lose them, I know he will, and the girls will lose one of their favorite traditions.”

“You’re saying he doesn’t want to keep them?” Polly asks.

“No, he’s just the worst at keeping track of things, he’s a mess, and I don’t want my girls to suffer for it. They’ll be really upset to see that stocking tradition go, I know they will. It’s enough that their father decided to go and change things.”

“How long was it going on before you found out?” Melinda asks, lowering her voice to a normal volume for once.

“Oh, too long. I was just… dumb.”

“Oh, honey, you were not…” Polly reaches out to touch Lisa’s hand.

“Well, at least it was an affair of the heart. I know my husband… the father of my children. It wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t. He wouldn’t, not after 20 years.”

“I guess that’s one thing I got on you all,” Polly says, breaking the short silence. “Two marriages, never been cheated on!” 

Dad’s face remains in a neutral half-smile, unphased. I can feel his hardly washed, 20-year-old wool sweater against my arm. He cried a lot when it happened. I think he was more upset about the broken family part than anything else, but the tears were for Mom.

Polly is far from the first. After Mom moved out, there was a different brunette at the house every weekend. I would come home early in the morning after a night out and find middle-aged women writing “call me!” notes at our dining room table. Laura was the one who stuck—a cyclist with a smoker’s voice and sparkly eyes who loved making food, especially with Dad. We adored her; we adored her kids. They split when Dad refused to marry her, and Polly is Laura’s replacement.

Layla snaps in another puzzle piece and Dad leans in over the Ravensburger again. “Nice, Lou Lou,” he says.

Ava meets me in the bathroom. “God, I feel so bad for that Lisa woman,” she says, fingering the leaves of a giant fern plant living in the bathtub. “Seems so lonely.”

“Yeah.” I look at our reflections in the mirror. Aside from her blue eyes and my green ones, the resemblance is actually mesmerizing. It’s been too long since we’ve seen each other.

Ava washes her hands with star shaped soap. “Remember when Dad was that bitter?” she says without looking up. “I guess it’s worse when you’re a woman, but still.”

“Why is it worse?”

“Because women have dinners like this. They all get together and talk about their loneliness and in the end they don’t feel any better, just lonelier, sadder.”

I think Mom left because she was lonely. If you had asked me when I was fourteen whose fault it was, I’d have pointed a shaking, nail-bitten finger at my mother, the one who ran off with a man from Alabama and left Dad sobbing in a puddle of whiskey in the basement, listening to Hank Williams on repeat. Though his sadness quickly turned to raw anger, he kept her pictures up in the living room for years afterward. Laura was the one who finally made him take them down, perhaps before he was ready to do so. Sometimes I wonder where they went—the freshly youthful, so-in-love 8x10s from when they were happy.

As I sit on the weathered couch, surrounded by potted plants and staring at Berchtesgaden, I realize, for the first time, that Dad will never marry again. Like my sisters and I, he is a mere spectator here. Polly may never cook for us, her mysterious son may never appear, I may never enter this house again. To Dad, none of that matters. Ten years later, this Thanksgiving simply adds to the list of Thanksgivings without Mom.

It takes us a good twenty minutes to say our goodbyes, and Ava says something about seeing Polly at Christmas. I quickly glance up the narrow stairway as we walk out the front door, half expecting to see some nineteen-year-old boy staring back at me, but it’s just darkness.
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