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WHEN MY FAMILY FIRST MOVED to North Carolina, we lived in a rented house three blocks from the school 
where I would begin the third grade. My mother made friends with one of the neighbors, but one seemed enough 
for her. Within a year we would move again and, as she explained, there wasn't much point in getting too close to 
people we would have to say good-bye to. Our next house was less than a mile away, and the short journey would 
hardly merit tears or even good-byes, for that matter. It was more of a "see you later" situation, but still I adopted 
my mother's attitude, as it allowed me to pretend that not making friends was a conscious choice. I could if I 
wanted to. It just wasn't the right time. 

Back in New York State, we had lived in the country, with no sidewalks or streetlights; you could leave the house 
and still be alone. But here, when you looked out the window, you saw other houses, and people inside those 
houses. I hoped that in walking around after dark I might witness a murder, but for the most part our neighbors just 
sat in their living rooms, watching TV. The only place that seemed truly different was owned by a man named Mr. 
Tomkey, who did not believe in television. This was told to us by our mother's friend, who dropped by one 
afternoon with a basketful of okra. The woman did not editorialize—rather, she just presented her information, 
leaving her listener to make of it what she might. Had my mother said, "That's the craziest thing I've ever heard in 
my life," I assume that the friend would have agreed, and had she said, "Three cheers for Mr. Tomkey," the friend 
likely would have agreed as well. It was a kind of test, as was the okra. 

To say that you did not believe in television was different from saying that you did not care for it. Belief implied 
that television had a master plan and that you were against it. It also suggested that you thought too much. When 
my mother reported that Mr. Tomkey did not believe in television, my father said, "Well, good for him. I don't 
know that I believe in it, either." 

"That's exactly how I feel," my mother said, and then my parents watched the news, and whatever came on after 
the news. 

Word spread that Mr. Tomkey did not own a television, and you began hearing that while this was all very well and 
good, it was unfair of him to inflict his beliefs upon others, specifically his innocent wife and children. It was 
speculated that just as the blind man develops a keener sense of hearing, the family must somehow compensate for 
their loss. "Maybe they read," my mother's friend said. "Maybe they listen to the radio, but you can bet your boots 
they're doing something." 

I wanted to know what this something was, and so I began peering through the Tomkeys' windows. During the day 
I'd stand across the street from their house, acting as though I were waiting for someone, and at night, when the 
view was better and I had less chance of being discovered, I would creep into their yard and hide in the bushes 
beside their fence. 

Because they had no TV, the Tomkeys were forced to talk during dinner. They had no idea how puny their lives 
were, and so they were not ashamed that a camera would have found them uninteresting. They did not know what 
attractive was or what dinner was supposed to look like or even what time people were supposed to eat. Sometimes 
they wouldn't sit down until eight o'clock, long after everyone else had finished doing the dishes. During the meal, 
Mr. Tomkey would occasionally pound the table and point at his children with a fork, but the moment he finished, 
everyone would start laughing. I got the idea that he was imitating someone else, and wondered if he spied on us 
while we were eating. 

When fall arrived and school began, I saw the Tomkey children marching up the hill with paper sacks in their 
hands. The son was one grade lower than me, and the daughter was one grade higher. We never spoke, but I'd pass 
them in the halls from time to time and attempt to view the world through their eyes. What must it be like to be so 
ignorant and alone? Could a normal person even imagine it? Staring at an Elmer Fudd lunch box, I tried to divorce 
myself from everything I already knew: Elmer's inability to pronounce the letter r, his constant pursuit of an 
intelligent and considerably more famous rabbit. I tried to think of him as just a drawing, but it was impossible to 
separate him from his celebrity. 

One day in class a boy named William began to write the wrong answer on the blackboard, and our teacher flailed 
her arms, saying, "Warning, Will. Danger, danger." Her voice was synthetic and void of emotion, and we laughed, 
knowing that she was imitating the robot in a weekly show about a family who lived in outer space. The Tomkeys, 
though, would have thought she was having a heart attack. It occurred to me that they needed a guide, someone 
who could accompany them through the course of an average day and point out all the things they were unable to 
understand. I could have done it on weekends, but friendship would have taken away their mystery and interfered 
with the good feeling I got from pitying them. So I kept my distance. 

In early October the Tomkeys bought a boat, and everyone seemed greatly relieved, especially my mother's friend, 
who noted that the motor was definitely secondhand. It was reported that Mr. Tomkey's father-in-law owned a 
house on the lake and had invited the family to use it whenever they liked. This explained why they were gone all 
weekend, but it did not make their absences any easier to bear. I felt as if my favorite show had been canceled. 

Halloween fell on a Saturday that year, and by the time my mother took us to the store, all the good costumes were 
gone. My sisters dressed as witches and I went as a hobo. I'd looked forward to going in disguise to the Tomkeys' 
door, but they were off at the lake, and their house was dark. Before leaving, they had left a coffee can full of 
gumdrops on the front porch, alongside a sign reading DON'T BE GREEDY. In terms of Halloween candy, 
individual gumdrops were just about as low as you could get. This was evidenced by the large number of them 
floating in an adjacent dog bowl. It was disgusting to think that this was what a gumdrop might look like in your 
stomach, and it was insulting to be told not to take too much of something you didn't really want in the first place. 
"Who do these Tomkeys think they are?" my sister Lisa said. 

The night after Halloween, we were sitting around watching TV when the doorbell rang. Visitors were infrequent 
at our house, so while my father stayed behind, my mother, sisters, and I ran downstairs in a group, opening the 
door to discover the entire Tomkey family on our front stoop. The parents looked as they always had, but the son 
and daughter were dressed in costumes—she as a ballerina and he as some kind of a rodent with terry-cloth ears 
and a tail made from what looked to be an extension cord. It seemed they had spent the previous evening isolated 
at the lake and had missed the opportunity to observe Halloween. "So, well, I guess we're trick-or-treating now, if 
that's okay," Mr. Tomkey said. 

I attributed their behavior to the fact that they didn't have a TV, but television didn't teach you everything. Asking 
for candy on Halloween was called trick-or-treating, but asking for candy on November first was called begging, 
and it made people uncomfortable. This was one of the things you were supposed to learn simply by being alive, 
and it angered me that the Tomkeys did not understand it. 

"Why of course it's not too late," my mother said. "Kids, why don't you . . . run and get . . . the candy." 

"But the candy is gone," my sister Gretchen said. "You gave it away last night." 

"Not that candy," my mother said. "The other candy. Why don't you run and go get it?" 

"You mean our candy?" Lisa said. "The candy that we earned?" 

This was exactly what our mother was talking about, but she didn't want to say this in front of the Tomkeys. In 
order to spare their feelings, she wanted them to believe that we always kept a bucket of candy lying around the 
house, just waiting for someone to knock on the door and ask for it. "Go on, now," she said. "Hurry up." 

My room was situated right off the foyer, and if the Tomkeys had looked in that direction, they could have seen my 
bed and the brown paper bag marked MY CANDY. KEEP OUT. I didn't want them to know how much I had, and 
so I went into my room and shut the door behind me. Then I closed the curtains and emptied my bag onto the bed, 
searching for whatever was the crummiest. All my life chocolate has made me ill. I don't know if I'm allergic or 
what, but even the smallest amount leaves me with a blinding headache. Eventually, I learned to stay away from it, 
but as a child I refused to be left out. The brownies were eaten, and when the pounding began I would blame the 
grape juice or my mother's cigarette smoke or the tightness of my glasses—anything but the chocolate. My candy 
bars were poison but they were brand-name, and so I put them in pile no. 1, which definitely would not go to the 




