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Loud

I admit it: I wrote a story that was kind of about my sister-in-law, Sue. 
Story got published in a pretty good literary magazine. Who knew it 

would also be available online for my brother and parents to see? I named 
my brother Ed’s wife, Sue — never Susan — Roz in the story. The story is 
called Freaky Loud. Here’s an excerpt: 

freaky loud 
There she was, Roz, with her narrow hips, her appealing little 

freckled face, taken up mostly by her mouth, a mouth which was 
almost always open as far as I could tell, exclaiming over my mother’s 
cooking before she’d eaten a bite. During dinner, there she was, calling 
down the length of the table to Liz, our mother, that she should have 
a cooking blog. Mother smiled, blushed, and changed the subject. A 
minute later, Roz practically screamed Lizard, the Kitchen Wizard, as 
though the title she’d come up with for the nonexistent blog had 
caused it to go viral. After dinner, there she was again, chasing Fluffy, 
my parents’ Labradoodle, round and round my father’s lounging form. 
Dad had to take his legs from the ottoman and use two hands to pro-
tect his mug of decaf. Okay, I said, when my father later declined to 
join me in criticizing Ed’s new girl, but why had Roz been making 
oinking noises? Poor Fluffy was confused, I insisted. 

And that wasn’t all. 
There she was — after breakfast on day two — answering the land-

line in my parents’ house when it wasn’t her house, her loud hello a 
sort of question, as though expecting this call was going to change her 
life. Blowing kisses to my brother, Ed, across the TV room, not just 
once, but like all the time. Then that second night at dinner Roz told 
the whole family a story about a mentally disabled boy she used to 
teach who loved pork chops and who went around asking everyone 
if he looked good naked. When Roz came to the do I look good naked 
part, she spoke as though she was the mentally disabled boy, naked and 
with a mouth full of pork chops. She said she related to him and all 
the other handicapped kids in the school where she’d taught, for she, 
Roz, was often saying or doing the wrong thing — it was this freaky 
mouth she had. 

That much about my character, Roz, was — word-for-word — true of 
my sister-in-law, Sue. Almost everything else about Roz in the published 
story was stuff I made up.
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In my story, Roz sometimes wears black leather lederhosen, whereas, in 
life, Sue, as far as I knew, wore them once. In my story, soon after marrying, 
Roz has an abortion without telling Ed. (I’d stupidly named Ed, Ed, 
thinking the real Ed, my brother, would never read the story or, if he did, 
wouldn’t care.) Surely Sue had done things behind my brother Ed’s back. 
Having an abortion was not one of them.

Three weeks after the story was published my family gathered to 
celebrate my father’s seventy-fifth birthday.

“Who’s the loud one?” Ed asked me, catching me alone. I was on my 
way to the bathroom and he’d followed. “Huh? Who’s the one with the 
goddamn megaphone up her ass?” He was body-checking me down the 
hall faster than I wanted to go. He shoved me into the bathroom. I tried 
to hold on to the doorframe. “Watch out for your hands!” he warned, as 
he slammed the door shut. 

“My hands could have been crushed,” I said, clapping them together, 
full of new appreciation for their wholeness.

“You’d have deserved it,” he said. 
“Hey,” I said. I tried to push open the door with my hip. The weight of his 

body, fit from several bouts a week of night-league ice hockey, held it tight. 
“Dad thinks Sue aborted his grandchild.” Ed hissed this information in 

at me through the keyhole. His breath hit my eye and I was overwhelmed 
by its sweet smell: no alcohol, no garlic. It was surprising to me that there 
were no food remnants rotting between my brother’s suburban-white teeth.

“That’s ridiculous,” I hissed back. “Just tell Dad it isn’t true.”
“I did tell him,” my brother said.
“So what’s the problem?”
“He couldn’t take it in. He said it was his only grandchild.”
“What about Mom? Can’t she explain to him?”
“Mom already tried. She told him you’d always been a liar. She reminded 

him about the time you said you were going to prom with Ted Dodd. Bo 
Tazer came to pick you up and Dad was so confused he stammered.”

“It’s a story,” I said. “Fiction.”
“Oh yeah?” he said. 
I heard Ed return to the party. I locked the bathroom door, closed 

the toilet seat, and sat. Long after I thought I heard Ed and Sue leave the 
party, I moved to the claw-footed tub. With a towel behind my head for 
comfort I tried to imagine explaining to my father what was true and 
what was not.
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It’s a story, you see. You see, it’s what I do, Dad. I’m not a liar. 
My mother knocked on the door. 
“Are you in there? Why are you in there? Your father thinks you left 

without wishing him happy birthday.”
“I’m taking a bath,” I answered. “You can’t come in.”
I try to tell the truth, Dad. If there’s something untoward about what I do it’s 

that I steal. I stole Sue’s bold colors. I stripped them off her and put them on Roz. 
Sue’s unusual qualities made Roz stand out — they made her real, don’t you see? 
I had to have them. I gave Sue’s colors to my character, Roz. But Dad, I said, 
Roz, you remember Roz, the character from my story (I pictured shaking him 
at this point), she was partly me too, don’t you see?

I was the one who had the abortion, Dad, not Sue.
Lying in the empty tub with one leg over the other, my new black 

boots looking badass, I practiced saying this to my father. I got the hand 
gestures down. I uncrossed my legs and pressed my knees together. I 
ditched the towel and my neck nestled into the curved, cold edge of the 
porcelain. I practiced explaining the situation in so many different ways. 
I got out of the tub and looked through the medicine cabinet. I found an 
old tube of my mother’s pink lipstick and used it to make my lips look 
pretty enough to please a man. I took my boots off, got back in the tub, 
and tried explaining it all again. Whichever way I turned the words I saw 
my Dad’s face react in the same hurt way. I saw him begin to believe he’d 
lost not one but two grandchildren.

I was the last to leave the party. “Happy Birthday,” I said. “Did you like 
my present?” I’d given him, this man who had most of the trappings, a 
case of wine more affordable to him than to me, though he’d never pay 
what I was willing to pay for a decent red. We’d argued about it once, 
my decadence.

I hugged my father without explaining anything of what I’d rehearsed 
in the dry as a tomb tub and he said, “Easy there, I’m old. Of course I 
liked your present. I thought you’d left and that I’d lost the chance to tell 
you.” His cardigan hung unevenly on his shoulders, the loose skin on his 
clean-shaven Adam’s apple quivered. 

I hugged my mother next and she hugged me back. She stuck to her 
long-held rule: one, two, three breaths is the length of time a hug has to 
last. When she let the air out of the final breath it sounded like a sigh. She 
let me free and I smiled at her. 

“That’s funny,” she said, holding me at arm’s length to look me gently 
in the eye. “All that time in the tub and you don’t smell clean.”


