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won’t. This is her project throughout the book: to remind us that 
people’s experience ought not to be gainsaid. Experience ought to 
be explored and revealed. Physically, emotionally, and spiritually” 
Slate

PRAISE FOR THE MARE

“In this age of hyperbole, when superlatives are used so often that 
they have all but lost their meaning, here is a writer who actually 
deserves them. With her new novel, her first in a decade, Mary 
Gaitskill shows herself to be accomplished and daring enough to 
go somewhere she has never been before. Urgent, scalding, and 
unexpectedly compassionate, The Mare is a revelation” Rupert 
Thomson

“A thoroughly compelling read … redemptive and moving, The 
Mare offers as much fresh air for the author (and the reader) as it 
does for her characters” Spectator

“Visceral and haunting, and the telling, with its shifting first-
person narrative, is nothing short of masterful” GQ

“Penetrating … confronts, head-on, white privilege and black 
victimhood” Daily Mail

“Gaitskill’s telling of her clash-of-cultures novel is both expansive 
and intimate, and daring in her confrontation of racist attitudes 
and how women view other women … Gaitskill [has an] unerring 
ability to give her characters utterly believable voices, as well as 
complex inner lives” Glasgow Sunday Herald

“A novel about the knee-smashing effects of minority poverty 
and the corrosive tonic of liberal guilt … here, without a drop of 
condescension, is fiction that pumps blood through the cold facts 
of inequality” Washington Post

Don't Cry prelims.indd   2 05/05/2017   18:05



PRAISE FOR VERONICA

“This characteristically oblique glance at the US fashion 
modelling industry of the 1980s is written with all the 
psychological kick that distinguished Gaitskill’s last collection of 
stories” DJ Taylor, TLS Books of the Year 

“Veronica is an intense study of pain, illness, rejection, and 
of glamour’s tyranny. This Gaitskill achieves in writing that 
transcends mere style. Her unique language allows her to probe 
her characters’ psyches with microscopic observation and 
relentless originality. The novel is richly metaphorical, and image 
succeeds startling image with a breathless, yet precise, invention 
… illuminating and moving. Gaitskill’s talent is both prodigious 
and refined, and she is unafraid to articulate the anguished 
thoughts and feelings from which we prefer to turn away” 
Independent 

“Gaitskill deserves some sort of monument [for this] beautiful, 
devastating new novel … There are paragraphs like poems in 
Veronica that lure you back, over and over” Elle 

“Gaitskill probes the small, dirty corners of her characters’ lives 
… a very plain book about beauty. Gaitskill is not interested in 
telling a moral tale: everything is grubby and indistinct. Her 
characters do not go about learning valuable lessons about right 
and wrong, they simply battle on through an unforgiving reality 
… Gaitskill’s disdain for simplistic contemporary attitudes is 
positively winning” Spectator 

“[An] arresting novel about beauty, fame and friendship … For all 
its sad truthfulness, this is also a story filled with soul” Daily Mail 

Don't Cry prelims.indd   3 05/05/2017   18:05



Don’t Cry
Mary Gaitskill

Don't Cry prelims.indd   5 05/05/2017   18:05



First published in Great Britain in 2017 by Serpent’s Tail,
an imprint of Profile Books Ltd

3 Holford Yard
Bevin Way

London
wc1x 9hd

www.serpentstail.com

First published in the USA in 2009 by Pantheon Books, 
a division of Random House, Inc., New York

Copyright © 2009 by Mary Gaitskill

Some of the stories in this collection were originally published in the following:
“The Agonized Face” in Conjunctions; “The Little Boy” in Harper’s; “Mirror Ball”
in Index; “Folk Song” on Nerve.com; “Don’t Cry” and “An Old Virgin” in the New

Yorker; “Description” in Threepenny Review; “College Town, 1980” in Vice; and
“Today I’m Yours” and “The Arms and Legs of the Lake” in Zoetrope: All-Story.

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Designed by M. Kristen Bearse 

Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon cr0 4yy

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved 
above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or introduced 

into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written 

permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real 
persons, dead or alive, is coincidental and not intended by the author

A CIP record for this book can
be obtained from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 78125 595 7
eISBN 978 1 78283 228 7

       

Don't Cry prelims.indd   6 08/05/2017   10:43



contents

College Town, 1980 3

Folk Song 25

An Old Virgin 35

The Agonized Face 50

Mirror Ball 73

Today I’m Yours 96

The Little Boy 116

The Arms and Legs of the Lake 138

Description 169

Don’t Cry 188

Acknowledgments 228

Gait_9780375424199_2p_all_r1.qxp  10/1/08  4:25 PM  Page vii



Don’t Cry

Gait_9780375424199_2p_all_r1.qxp  10/1/08  4:25 PM  Page 1



Dolores did not look good in a scarf. Her face was fleshy, her nose
had a bulby tip, and her forehead was low. Her skin was coarse and
heavy for a woman under thirty, and the tension in her face was
such that a quick glance gave the impression that she was grinding
her teeth, although she was not. She was attractive anyway because
of her expressive, thick-lashed eyes and full mouth. When her hair
was worn long, it was thick enough to draw attention from the
fleshiness of her face, so that her eyes and mouth were more strik-
ing. Thus, it was not a good idea to pull her hair back with a scarf.

Dolores knew this. She hated wearing the scarf, but she’d re-
cently pulled huge chunks of her hair out, and her head looked so
weird that a scarf was necessary. It was the second episode of its
kind in her life, and yet, now as then, she couldn’t remember why it
had ever been satisfying to pull her hair out, or even how it had felt,
although you’d think it would have hurt. As if to remind herself,
she’d actually kept the removed hair in a little box, until the sight 
of it sickened her one day. When she was in public, she was some-
times torn between the fear that the scarf had slipped and part of
her head was showing and the urge to take it off and see what peo-
ple did. Although, of course, she knew they’d only stare when they
thought she wasn’t looking.

She sat in the Oasis Café, before the picture window, next to a

College Town, 1980
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Mary Gaitskill4

box of overwatered, crowded plants. She came to the Oasis every
morning, sat down, and waited like a brute for coffee. She’d never
had trouble getting it before. Now when Dolores raised her hand,
the waitress looked at her and looked away.

Dolores knew the waitress. Her name was Teresa. She was a
young, ungainly woman whose stomach seemed to be leading her
around. She had a funny way of holding her forearms out in front
of her at the waist, elbows bent, large hands dangling like flippers.
Dolores knew that she had a snotty boyfriend, that she’d just grad-
uated from the School of Public Health, and that she wanted to
open an abortion clinic. She barely knew Dolores, and had no rea-
son to dislike her.

Dolores glared at Teresa. It didn’t work. She got two anti-
depressants from her bag and put them on the table so the waitress
could see she needed something to swallow medicine with. Teresa
sailed by imperiously, a full pot of coffee in her grip, nonacknowl-
edging Dolores’s “Excuse me” with an aggressive whap of her hip
against the table, causing Dolores’s antidepressants to roll off onto
the floor. As Dolores bent to pick them up, Teresa ran back and
yelled, “Are you ready?”

Dolores jerked up too quickly, dropped the pills, then had to
reach for them again. She laughed nervously as she emerged from
under the table a second time. “Are you ready to order?” asked
Teresa.

“Hello,” said Dolores.
Teresa stood there silently, one large hand dangling.
“I’d like a black coffee with—”
“What?” snapped Teresa.
“I said I’d like a black coffee with an apricot roll.”
“We don’t have any more rolls.”
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“All right. Just coffee.”
When Teresa poured the coffee, she spilled some on Dolores’s

mulberry-colored gloves and didn’t say she was sorry. A few min-
utes later, Dolores saw her traveling across the floor with a little
plate of apricot rolls for another table, dangling hand wagging.
Everyone else in the restaurant continued to smoke cigarettes, 
eat, and talk as if nothing had happened. Dolores began to feel
depressed.

Teresa’s friend Lindsay walked into the restaurant. Teresa cried
“Linnnnn!” as if she hadn’t seen Lindsay for months; they kissed
and touched each other’s arms. Teresa had incredibly thick, dark
arm hair. Dolores remembered a girl from high school who, because
of her thick body hair, shaved her arms. It had looked awful. Teresa
and Lindsay walked to the counter with their arms around each
other. They stood there giggling and whispering. Lindsay was a
small, pretty girl who wanted to be a writer. She wore a black
leather jacket and large black sunglasses. She came to the Oasis
almost every day. She could sit there all day talking about how
depressed she was to the various friends and acquaintances who
would occupy the empty place beside her as the day went on.
Dolores despised Lindsay for wearing ridiculous sunglasses and for
letting her father support her. This, although Dolores’s father had
supported her until he went bankrupt.

Teresa and Lindsay turned to lean against the counter and
stared at Dolores. They looked right at her, whispering and gig-
gling. Dolores tried to think about how one of them was ugly and
the other stupid. It didn’t help. Under their eyes, she felt swollen
and hideous at her little table in the sun. At least they were young
and had boyfriends to get depressed about. She was an overweight
twenty-nine-year-old in stretch pants and a scarf that hid her

5college town, 1980
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Mary Gaitskill6

debased head, mentally ill, and unable to have orgasms, not even
with herself, sitting in a college town with nothing to do but run
around the phys ed building. She felt like the kind of retarded 
person who’s smart enough to know she’s retarded. Teresa and
Lindsay looked and giggled; Dolores swelled, until she felt like a
giantess barely able to hold the delicate little cup and utensils in
her horrible fingers.

She no longer wanted to run around the track after her coffee.
She drove back home, got in bed, and lay there while the sun gam-
boled over her body. She thought, This wouldn’t be happening to
me if Allan hadn’t dumped me. She turned her head and her eye-
balls took a rolling tour of the room. It had bright yellow wallpaper
and plants in it. Baby pictures of her and her brother Patrick hung
on the walls, Patrick looking dark and tiny and very solemn for a
three-year-old. She had lots of pretty things—lacy lamp shades,
linen dustcovers, vases and literature on the bookshelves. It
would’ve been nice if someone else had lived in it.

When her father came to visit her in the mental hospital, 
right after Allan had dumped her, she’d said, “Daddy, I want you 
to beat me.” He’d turned away and licked his lips. Dolores didn’t
see why he should balk at that; he’d been beating her mother for
years, although it was true that it had never been a physical beat-
ing. Besides, the first time she’d been in a mental hospital, she’d
asked him to kill her; this second request seemed reasonable in
comparison.

She lived in a communal house with her younger brother,
Patrick, his girlfriend, Lily, and Mark, a twenty-one-year-old phi-
losophy student. Patrick was an acting student and a drummer in a
local band that actually made a living; Lily was a journalism 
student. They were supposed to buy food together, but Dolores
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didn’t like what Patrick and Lily bought, and nobody liked what
Mark ate. They were supposed to split the bills four ways, but
somehow bills got paid only after Patrick received a shutoff notice;
then it took him months to collect from the others. The kitchen
table was always covered with months’ worth of bills, as well as
papers scrawled with phone messages, cigarettes, ashtrays, pencils,
and fruit, especially blackening bananas pulled apart from their
bunch and ranging all through the mess in singular curves.

Dolores had never lived like this before. She’d never wanted to.
But when Patrick came to visit her in the mental hospital, he’d said
she could move in with him when he found a house, that he would
take care of her. His large petal-shaped eyes were full of concern
and puzzlement, and she was seized with a need to be near her
brother, even though they did not get along, mostly because his
gentle nature made her want to bully him.

Dolores liked Lily. Lily was a very pretty, very unpopular girl
with a strange light-headed demeanor. She was very thin, and gave
the impression that she walked on her toes. She had very black
shoulder-length hair, narrow gray eyes, and a thin, severe mouth.
She shied away from people, softly and indifferently as a cat. She
had grown up in a foster home and had lived on her own since 
she was seventeen. Except for Dolores, she had no friends in Ann
Arbor. She actually had enemies; Patrick’s female friends were
appalled when he first started to go out with her. Dolores was sur-
prised to find herself associating with outcasts at such a late time 
in life.

On weekends, Patrick and Lily would sit around the kitchen for
hours into the morning, cutting slices of rye bread for toast. After
toast, they’d have tea and soft-boiled eggs, which Lily served in tiny
porcelain eggcups with roses on them. Patrick would always finish

7college town, 1980
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his breakfast by peeling an orange or a grapefruit until every bit of
white rind had been picked off it, then meticulously stripping the
membrane off of each section with his teeth before eating it.

“You look like a kitten when you do that,” said Lily. “A kitten
playing with something.”

“He is a kitten,” said Dolores scornfully.
“Wash my dishes, slave,” said Patrick. Since Dolores couldn’t

stand the idea of work yet, Patrick paid her rent. Because of this, he
tried to push her around a little. “Slave? The dishes.” He stretched
his long neck out and grinned like a donkey.

“Give me some money, goon. I need cigarettes and medicine.”
“I gave you twenty dollars yesterday.”
“I need twenty more at least, fool.”
But she was as touched by his beauty as anyone. He was tall, but

girlishly slim and narrow-built, with the sensitive, angular face of a
greyhound, a face heightened piercingly by large transparent eyes
and a full emotional lower lip. When he played the drums, he sat
straight and earnest behind the set, his eyebrows furrowed, listen-
ing terribly hard to something only he could hear, and hitting with
a thrilling fierceness that seemed to come from the center of his
small chest. Girls loved him, which was why they were outraged to
see him with a creep like Lily.

He twisted his pliant neck to one side, shifted his slender hips,
and dug into his pocket. He handed Dolores ten dollars. She
snatched it and stuck it in her pocket.

Mark lumbered into the room and, without turning his head,
flickered his flat gray eyes at the three of them. He was a tall boy
with wide, heavy hips and coarse hair that stood up on his head,
giving his pale face a shocked expression. He went to the counter
and began preparing his breakfast of fried eggs, bacon, and toast
with mint jelly.
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“Bernie Gahan called me last night,” said Dolores. “You know,
from high school?”

“I remember,” said Patrick. “He was sort of a geek, wasn’t he?”
“Who’s he?” asked Lily, smearing slabs of butter over her hot

toast.
“That guy I saw just before I went into the hospital. That store

clerk, the one who fucked me in the ass.”
“I can’t believe some of the things I hear in this house,” said

Mark. He violently mixed his eggs around in their frying pan.
“He’s crazy,” said Dolores. “The next morning, he had a fit when

I put my coffee cup on his Village Voice. He said it proved how sick 
I was.”

“Why did you go out with him?” asked Lily.
Dolores shrugged. “I don’t know. He was cool in high school,

but now he’s getting fat.”
“He was never cool,” said Patrick.
Lily looked at Dolores over her toast, munching solemnly.

Dolores could tell she wanted to hear more about Bernie Gahan.
“When he dropped me off at home, he put his finger on my nose

and said, ‘Catch ya later, kid!’ God. I mean, I’m not a kid.”
“It’s too bad for you that you’re not,” said Mark. “The progno-

sis would be a lot better.” He sat on the edge of a chair with his 
feet together and paused over his eggs. “I think it’s the ultimate
hypocrisy, Pat, for a vegetarian to smoke.”

“Squeedle-de-bop,” said Patrick. He tipped his head back and
blew a mouthful of smoke at the ceiling.

“Don’t give me that. You may be a great drummer, but you’re 
a slob.”

“And you’re a grandmother,” said Dolores. “A sexually frustrated
grandmother.”

“Just because sex isn’t the be-all and end-all for me, Dolores.”
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“If you ever had it, it would be the end-all,” said Lily.
“Why don’t you try to seduce me, Dolores? Just try. I’ll hurt your

feelings.”
“The only thing you’d hurt is your reputation—wait, do you

have one?”
“I could really hurt you, Dolores.”
Dolores doubted it. It would’ve made her feel better if she’d

thought he could, but she knew he couldn’t. She pushed through
the papers and breakfast dishes and found her plastic bag of dried
prunes. She picked through the prunes to find a soft one. “I saw
your friend again,” she said to Mark.

“Which one? I actually have more than one friend.”
“The one who’s going bald. The one who walks like a dinosaur.”

She found a prune and began eating it.
“Was she mean to you again?” asked Lily.
Dolores nodded. “Yes. She was mean to me.”
“I’m sorry,” said Mark. “I don’t know why she does that.”
“She’s a bitch,” said Dolores. “Maybe she knows Allan and he

told her something about me.”
“Do you sit in the Oasis and put on your false nails?” asked

Patrick. He tipped his chair back until it stood on its hind legs. His
T-shirt slid up and exposed his stomach, which he scratched.

“No. I don’t put them on that early. Why?”
“A waitress might think they were disgusting. I wouldn’t want to

sit next to them. The glue stinks.”

The next time she went into the Oasis, she brought a box of
Dragon Lady fingernails, and two bottles of red polish. After she
got her coffee and rolls, with the usual trouble, she took out the
box and laid the flesh-colored spears on the table so Teresa would
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notice them and wonder what the hell was going on. She got the
glue and began working, periodically stopping to hold the claws up
to dry.

Teresa didn’t notice, but the guy at the next table did. “I didn’t
know anybody wore those things anymore,” he said.

“I do,” trilled Dolores in a hideously affected voice. “I’m naked
without them.” Lily told her that she sometimes sounded like
Blanche DuBois. She held up her taloned hands to her face and
leered daintily.

“Oh, Dragon Lady,” he said, “have mercy.”
His friend laughed and scratched his beard.
I am a sexually potent woman, thought Dolores. Even if I am

partially bald. During one of their last fights, Allan had said,
“There’s no love in you because there’s no sex in you. Sex is light
and fertility and life and communication! You only have this . . .
pornography and submission and blackness and death! You’re like
a faggot!”

“You ass-wipe,” she muttered. She couldn’t help it if fertility
didn’t interest her in the abstract. It did interest her in the real.
“Do you want to have children?” she asked the man next to her.

“Yeah, one day. Why?”
“Because I like to hear people say they want children. That’s

what would make me happy, I think, to have children. My room-
mate is beautiful and she’s not interested in having children.”

“Your roommate is an idiot, that’s why.”
Sasha thumped against Dolores’s table. She was a fat girl, and

her fat was like the fur of a Persian cat. Her eyes were arrogantly
flat and brown-gold, rimmed with black kohl. She wore a purple
skirt with a gold hem and long green stockings with ducks on them.
Of Patrick’s friends, she was chief among the Lily haters. “How are
you, darling?” she said.
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