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Praise for

Anne Lamott and Blue Shoe

“Easily her best fiction to date. Lamott . . . creates personalities as complex and dysfunctional as J. D. Salinger’s Caulfields and Glasses, minus the misanthropy. The characters who inhabit the fictional world of Anne Lamott’s stories are honest—sometimes brutally—but lovable.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“Admirers of Anne Lamott’s bestselling nonfiction books will find a lot to love in her new novel. The characters in Blue Shoe are forever making classic Lamottian heartbroken quips . . . also much in evidence is Lamott’s trademark insightfulness. . . . It takes courage to create a character as inert as Mattie Ryder . . . a heroine with nothing to offer but her imperfections. Lamott also knows the power of a place. We know where we’re going when we open her books, and that alone is a substantial literary pleasure.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“The portrait of our wounded humanity and the difficult-yet-enduring aspects of family relations is stirring and authentic.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Anne Lamott’s writing is a celebration of oddballs, or depending on how one defines ‘normal,’ real people. Her novels drop us right down in the middle of a life, with all of its confusion, disarray and mess . . . there is self-recognition, even endorsement, in Lamott’s very funny and boldly honest descriptions of daily life . . . at once ironic and sincere, weary and full of wonder—a world in which God is really cool, all the friends are really funny, and grace eventually gets there.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Prosaic details mix with drama to profound effect . . . philosophical, honest, and poignant, Lamott writes about real life and how it goes on, through good and through bad. Her achievement is to convince us that a life merely going on is enough.”

—Boston Herald

“How strange and wonderful . . . to read a compassionate yet lively novel about surviving even as you wait for life to change. Even if it’s not possible to achieve happiness all at once, Lamott writes, seasons will pass, children will grow, you will find love and some sort of peace. At least until the next crisis. Blue Shoe is yet another of her tributes to the imperfect beauty of families, however patchwork and offbeat they may be.”

—The Miami Herald

“Anyone who’s ever had a heartache—or a family—will relate to Anne Lamott’s poignant novels.”

—Rosie

“Head-bangingly real . . . The greatest of Lamott’s gifts is her narrative voice, consistently lively and smart and funny, always connecting.”

—Newsday

“The brilliant and gritty Lamott understands that life is good, bad, weird, and sad—sometimes all at once. Her strength is making readers care about her characters, and care enough to believe in them. Lamott’s Mattie Ryder is so real, so needy and yet so resilient, that some readers will find themselves wanting to call her just to see how her day went.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Fans of Lamott’s offbeat characters will warm to her newest heroine, Mattie.”

—Glamour

“A love story, a story about coming to grips with the past, a story about families and faith and about just plain coping with the difficulties of everyday life. Blue Shoe is a book you’ll be eager to return to when your own family’s daily problems tear you away from it.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Anne Lamott is such good company. Bumbling and sharp, hyperbolic yet true, Lamott of the page can make even the smartest readers wish that Lamott in the flesh would turn up on their doorsteps to nibble chocolate and discuss the difficulties of making it safely from today to tomorrow . . . [her] voice is one in which certain imperfect readers can count on hearing some small but worthwhile truths.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Lamott creates believable characters in tough . . . situations without being clichéd—while also maintaining a lighthearted, funny, and inspiring tone.”

—Elle

“Sharp, irreverent wit . . . offers proof that her clever approach to craft does indeed produce superior fiction. Lamott has forged a sarcastic, self-aware, loving and lovable hero in Mattie Ryder.”

—Time Out New York

“Anne Lamott takes on the hip-hugging chaos of kids, aging parents, and complex memories in her dead-on, charming new book.”

—O, The Oprah Magazine

“Lamott keeps the emotional roller coaster in high gear throughout. . . . Mattie’s honest search for her own truth will win you over.”

—The Denver Post

“In Blue Shoe Lamott crafts a tale in which many women will find themselves. . . . Lamott writes candidly about the deals adults make, the bargains with God to have our lives turn out ordered and content, the moral quandaries we eschew for comfort’s sake.”

—The Baltimore Sun

“Anne Lamott has a gift for depicting the divine in ordinary life. Blue Shoe is the latest glorious installation in her offbeat literary world of slightly zany folks, slogging through their ordinary lives with occasional helpful nudges from above.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Lamott is a natural, lyrical writer with a dynamite sense of humor, which she passes on to Mattie. It makes reading the book seem like spending quality time with Anne Lamott and you don’t want it to stop. It is funny, serious, thoughtful, weird and warm-hearted—all at the same time. Blue Shoe is probably Lamott’s best novel. The book turns into a wonderful manifestation of the love of a parent for her children.”

—Deseret News (Salt Lake City, UT)

“Those who know how funny and right-on Lamott can be won’t be disappointed by this latest protagonist. The novel’s antic black humor . . . provide[s] classic Lamott entertainment.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“Lamott’s use of language allows us to see the smallest details from a fresh perspective, and her stories of motherhood and faith never fail to entertain and move us, all within the tightly wound ball of a good literary yarn . . . and her story is as good as her funky turn of a phrase.”

—Library Journal

“A funny and disarming tale of real people trying to get through their days. . . . Like the best romantic comedies, Blue Shoe explores many different kinds of love: those among friends, within families and between people who vow to honor one another. The tones in Lamott’s writing are equally and necessarily varied, yet the novel’s effect on the reader is profoundly springlike: It is tonic.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“With light wit and a sharp eye, Lamott creates a welcome refuge. This pleasantly overpopulated journey is narrated in short scenes—filled with lively descriptions—each ending with a sometimes poignant, often wry punchline.”

—People

“Lamott brilliantly captures the dilemma of a divorced woman . . . a funny, poignant and occasionally gut-wrenching novel. Lamott continually displays her gift for finding the right combination of humor and small but significant revelations in ordinary moments . . . powerful and memorable. Lamott has explored similar terrain in her earlier works, but the scope and freshness of this novel could make it a breakout work for her.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“It is in the very ordinariness of Lamott’s tale that readers will find themselves. This is dailiness as most of us live it: moral conflicts, money worries, feeling bereft, hating our children, parents and lovers as deeply as we love them. Lamott traverses the territory of day-to-day struggles and amid the little miseries that wear us down still finds hope and, ultimately, joy.”

—The Wichita Eagle

“Anne Lamott is a cause for celebration. She is nothing short of miraculous.”

—The New Yorker
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


[image: ]

Riverhead Books

Published by The Berkley Publishing Group
 A division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

375 Hudson Street

New York, NY 10014

Copyright © 2002 by Anne Lamott


Cover design by Honi Werner

The author gratefully acknowledges permission to quote:

“I Am Not I,” from Lorca and Jiménez by Robert Bly. Copyright © 1973, 1977 Robert Bly. Reprinted by permission of Beacon Press, Boston.

Lines from “Hope,” from The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes. Copyright © 1994 by The Estate of Langston Hughes.

Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.

All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any means without permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

First Riverhead hardcover edition: September 2002

First Riverhead trade paperback edition: September 2003

The Library of Congress has catalogued the Riverhead hardcover edition as follows:

Lamott, Anne.

Blue shoe / by Anne Lamott.

p.   cm.

ISBN: 978-1-101-66659-3

1. Northern California—Fiction.  2. Mothers and daughters—Fiction.   3. Female friendship—Fiction.  4. Divorced women—Fiction.   5. Single mothers—Fiction.  I. Title.

PS3562.A464 B57 2002            2002022824

813’.54—dc21

		Version_1

	
Contents

Praise for Anne Lamott and Blue Shoe

Also by Anne Lamott

Title Page

Copyright

Acknowledgments

Dedication

 

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve


acknowledgments


[image: ]

I am so grateful to David Talbot, who published some of this material in slightly different form, at salon.com. Over the years, he has offered me the ideal space in which to try out new work, and I greatly value his friendship, and his magazine.

It would be hard to capture my gratitude to Sarah Chalfant and Andrew Wylie, my agents. Sarah’s constancy and faith in this book were the small campfire at which I warmed myself whenever I was afraid. Sonesh Chainani at the Wylie Agency was always there for me, working too hard and making me laugh.

Cindy Spiegel, my editor at Riverhead, took a huge chance on me, and I greatly value her work on this book. My copy editor, Anna Jardine, was dogged and brilliant: together she and Cindy saved me from my gravest writerly defects. Cindy’s assistant, Venetia van Kuffeler, is a marvel.

Doug Foster worked with me every step of the way, as editor and birth coach. This book would not exist without his contributions.

Neshama Franklin, Mark Childress, and Robyn Posin, so wise, smart, and funny, helped me more than I can say.

I could not get by without the tenderness and direction of the congregation of St. Andrew Presbyterian Church, Marin City, California, the Reverend Ms. Veronica Goines, pastor.

And I want to say a special thanks to Pat Gomez, of Tiburon, California, who in 1982 took me in for a year and a half, when I was drunk and sad and lonelier than I had ever been before, and with whom I discovered a little blue shoe.



THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO

Douglas Foster

and

Steven Barclay





    I am not I.

I am not I. I am this one

walking beside me whom I do not see,

whom at times I manage to visit,

and whom at other times I forget;

who remains calm and silent while I talk,

and forgives, gently, when I hate,

who walks where I am not,

who will remain standing when I die.

JUAN RAMÓN JIMÉNEZ
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The world outside the window was in flames. The leaves on the pistachio trees shone fire-red and orange. Mattie studied the early-morning light. She was lying on the side of the bed where her husband should have been sleeping. Those trees were one reason she’d moved back into her parents’ old home after leaving Nicholas, these trees and the sloping grassy hillside behind the house. Also, there was no mortgage: her parents had paid it off during the course of their marriage. She and her brother, Al, had grown up playing on the hill and in the buckeyes with their low, broad branches; her six-year-old, Harry, played there now, and her daughter, Ella, two, would also climb one day soon. The leaves of the delicate Japanese maple between Mattie’s window and the wobbly fence were still green, but elsewhere in the garden were russets and butterscotch-oranges, other trees giddy with color, almost garish, like gypsy dresses. When she strained to listen, she could imagine them saying, We gave you shade, and now we’ll give you a little kick-ass beauty before we die. A choir of chickadees and finches sang above the sounds of a quiet neighborhood waking up, the cars of people heading to work and school, the clatter and thumps of the recycling truck, a dog barking, leaves rustling in a gentle wind, silence. A moment later she heard the rats in the walls begin to stir.

Her mother, Isa (it rhymed with “Lisa”), who still owned the house, had failed to mention that there were rats in the walls. Rats, and the green rug in the master bedroom that for many years had been peed on by Isa’s cats. A faint odor of urine clung to it despite Mattie’s every effort at eradication. Isa had been planning to sell the house as a fixer-upper in the wildly inflated San Francisco Bay area real estate market, but a month after she’d reached the top of the waiting list for The Sequoias, a retirement community where she hoped to grow old, she’d moved out. She had some money socked away from her husband Alfred’s small life insurance policy, which, coupled with Social Security, was enough to pay for her expenses in the new apartment.

Her unwanted stuff was still on the shelves, and in the garage and attic. The house looked much as it always had, or at least for the nearly twenty years Isa had lived there alone, after Mattie and Al had moved out and Alfred had died. Isa had taken one couch with her to the new apartment, a few chairs, a dresser, and Al’s old twin bed, and had sent the rest of her furniture to the dump or Goodwill. There were mirrors in every room of the house. Isa had always liked to look at herself, striking movie star poses. Mattie avoided the mirrors whenever possible. What she saw when she did glance at her reflection was chestnut-brown hair, which she usually wore in a braid; tired eyes, so dark that the pupils didn’t show; fair English skin and a broad snub nose from her mother; black lashes and brows from her dad, as well as his big teeth; and full lips, set off nicely by a white ring of scar on her chin from a rock Al had thrown at her when they were young.

Isa had left her house vacant for six months at Mattie’s request, while Mattie got up the nerve to leave her husband. She’d been planning to break away from Nicky in spring, because she’d had it with his mammoth inconsistency—his hilarious and brilliant conversations, interspersed with brooding narcissism; his charming and amiable contributions to the business of raising children together, wedged in between immobilization and depression, for which he would not seek help; his inexhaustible interest in her thoughts about the world, progressive politics, and the arts, marbled into the slow, cold gaze with which he looked up from his secret phone calls when she entered his study; the silent, wounding way he stopped making love to her for weeks at a time, right after nights of hot, tender sex. Then, in March, when the world was wild and green, full of blossom and fragrance and mud, Mattie’s best friend, Angela, had told her gently that she was moving to Los Angeles, to live with Julie, the woman she’d recently fallen for.

“But you’re my only real friend!” Mattie wept, and Angela had cried too. They had been talking in different kitchens for years now, ever since the night they met over a stranger’s stove during a party for Nicky, when the College of Marin made him an assistant professor of literature. Minutes after meeting, the two women broke off entirely from the others. They sat on the kitchen floor and talked like teenagers about their mothers and their bodies and God, to whom they were both devoted, and their pets, to whom they were also devoted, and Nicky, about whom they were both ambivalent. Angela worked with him at the college, where she read and graded papers for the entire English department, and while she enjoyed his sense of humor, she disliked his elitism. He liked to discuss books and politics; he had no patience for stories of real people trying to get through the day. Angela and Mattie started getting together several times a week, to hike or cook or help each other around the house. Nicky accused Mattie of being in love, of going gay. At the same time, he had dropped hints that he didn’t think Angela was a real lesbian: she just hadn’t met the right man yet, it was a phase, and would pass. And a few years ago, Angela noticed that Nicky had taken off after classes with of one of his students, a beautiful twenty-two-year-old black woman. Mattie was six months pregnant with Ella at the time. Several years before, he had had an affair that nearly ended the marriage, although he had never given Mattie further cause to doubt his fidelity. But one day after she and Mattie had become inseparable friends, Angela followed Nicky and the young woman to the Tamalpais Motel, and then she told Mattie. Mattie confronted Nicky, and he broke off the affair, and while Mattie eventually forgave him, without forgetting, Nicky never forgave Angela, and Angela never forgave Nicky.

Angela sometimes wore her short honey-colored hair in two vertical tufts, like velvet giraffe horns. Her wide eyes were steel-blue. She was Jewish, expansive and yeasty and uncontained, as if she had a birthright for outrageousness. She knew things. Mattie couldn’t live without her.

The smell of wet soil, blossoms, and grass wafted through the kitchen window as Mattie heard Angela’s news. “But you’re not going to have to live without me,” Angela said, crying. “We’ll talk every day, and I’ll come up every chance I can.”

Mattie went back into therapy to deal with the devastation of losing Angela. The therapist pointed out gently that some of her grief must be related to her deteriorating marriage. In some ways, losing Angela was harder. It was like the death some years before of Mattie’s old cat, who had loved her the way her parents were supposed to have loved her: purely, without conditions. In any case, for a few months Mattie didn’t have the strength to bear both her friend’s departure and the end of her marriage. And then one day, she did.

When the leaves began to blaze and the days grew shorter, she brought her children and their things to the house she had grown up in. She brought some furniture, their dog, two cats, a couple of porno movies stolen from Nicky, and his bottle of Valium. He did not ask her about them. It was assumed that the children would live with her, and visit him on the weekends. He adored them but would not have been willing or able to share custody, even if Mattie had been willing. As it was, he took them most weekends, often late Saturday morning, then dropped them off Sunday nights with an air of weary heroism, like a firefighter returning the engine to the firehouse after a particularly difficult outing. The children were grief-stricken that he did not live with them anymore. Mattie prayed with them every night, then prayed separately for their hearts to heal, even prayed for Nicky’s happiness and half meant it. After a month of weekend visits with Nicky, the children’s distress lessened.

Mattie hadn’t worried so much about Ella, who had ways of comforting herself and a generally sunny disposition. But Harry was sad and concerned. He was erratic, like Nicky: sometimes he acted so mean to Mattie and Ella that Mattie wanted to strike him, and at other times he could be utterly charming, especially with his sister. He’d carry her around from room to room as if she were an animated grocery sack, making faces and wisecracks to amuse her. Mattie saw how much he wanted Ella to disappear sometimes, but that he also listened for her when she was in her crib. He put his face right into hers to make her laugh, and she chortled, pleased that something was so grabbably close. Then he’d pinch her and make her cry. He took things from her, and she wailed, while he looked blank and innocent. He hugged her too tightly, he loved her too much, he hated all the same things he loved about her—her ineptitude, her cuteness, her messiness, her smells.

Mattie stopped seeing the therapist, and paid for Harry to go instead.

It helped; time’s passing helped. Nothing really helped. And the house—it had been a mistake to move back in. It was falling apart, revealing mold and memories and ghosts. Mattie’s beloved father had died of a heart attack in the laundry room, twenty years before. He was fifty-one and had never looked better than in the moments before his death. He had looked a lot like Mattie’s brother, Al, did now, but trimmer, tall, with thicker brown hair, and the huge teeth that hardly fit in his mouth. Everyone had loved her father, including, about half the time, Isa. Still, it had been a miserable marriage, a shifting, malignant lava-lamp of a marriage, although it always looked great from the outside, two tall handsome parents well-known in the town for their willingness to serve on the city council, the school board, liberals who agitated for the poor, who had an air of being with it, hikers in the days when knapsacks were avant-garde. They were people to whom others turned for advice. But inside the house, which they had bought for $20,000 in 1963, slammed doors and loud silences filled the spaces between exquisite meals and good California wine.

Mattie had thought she was getting such a great deal when she moved back in—free rent on a house with a bedroom for each of her children. But it didn’t take long to notice the secrets and memories tiptoeing around, holding their highballs, debonair and amused at first, then hissing in the master bedroom as her mother had when her father returned from his monthly trips to Washington, D.C. Harry was now sleeping in the bedroom where Al had grown up, where at fifteen he had started doing drugs while Isa and Alfred pretended he was doing homework; Ella slept in Mattie’s old room, the one with the slanted ceiling and eaves, behind which all manner of nightmares had waited quietly.

The laundry room where her father had died looked almost exactly the same as before, with its old washer-dryer from Sears, lots of sunlight and trees outside the window, and space to move around. Isa had spent hours here, pawing through her husband’s clothes, looking for clues to his absences, searching her teenage son’s pockets. What did she think she would find—needles, bindles, a treasure map? She’d searched her daughter’s clothes here too, for cigarettes and birth control pills, which she’d found and seized like a customs inspector.

Why, in the current crisis of divorce and bottomless loss, had Mattie run back to the past, to her parents’ home, her husband’s side of the bed? She hadn’t known where else to go. It was free and it was familiar.

“Where else can I go? Nicky owned that house before we got married. It’s his. Otherwise, he doesn’t have much money, I don’t make much. He’ll help us, but I can’t afford to rent anything as nice as this. With a yard.”

When Mattie moved in, Angela, who called herself a Newj, for New Age Jew, flew up to perform an exorcism, a deep-smoke smudge with Native American herbs that made the house smell for days as if the Grateful Dead had been practicing in the garage.

After the first autumn rains, Mattie discovered just how much damage her mother had been disguising over the years with paint and caulking and cabinets. Isa had evidently installed cabinets wherever rot or cracks or mold had appeared. So there were cabinets everywhere, which was great for storage. But if you removed even one section, you discovered that behind the shelves were moldy patches of Sheetrock, exposed live wires in broken sockets, ugly swatches of bore beetle infestation. Mattie shuddered to think what was behind the cabinets in the damper areas—the garage and laundry room.

The rats’ scratching grew louder. She asked her mother to pay for an exterminator. Mattie was barely getting by with child support and a little extra from Nicky and the money she made as a fit model for Sears: she was a perfect size 12. But she had forgotten to get an education.

“Oh, for Chrissakes,” Isa had said when Mattie asked her for the money. “What is it with you? Why don’t you count your blessings for a change?” Mattie did count her blessings, all the time. She always had. She’d always believed in a freelance God, but kept it to herself, as her parents and brother were devout atheists. A few years into her marriage, she’d found a church nearby, where she staggered like Monsieur Hulot into a relationship with Jesus. And she had come out of the closet as a believer. Her brother referred to it as her blind spot. Her mother refused to discuss it, as if Mattie believed in pyramid power. Mattie didn’t care. She thanked God several times a day for what she had, and trusted Him for what she needed. She thanked Him for two healthy children, for her church, for a house with a yard. She thanked God for helping her finally get out of her marriage, and for helping her more or less survive the pain of Angela’s leaving. She even thanked God for giving her such a difficult mother, because she believed that while it had been nearly life-threatening to survive Isa’s mothering, the price she and Al had paid was exactly what it cost to become who they were. She thanked God, and her mother, for giving her Al. And she prayed to accept and believe that she had everything she needed. But she also had rats.

•   •   •

Ella lay in her crib one afternoon playing with her belly button, in the room where Mattie had grown up. Ella had just woken from the nap she took every day after a vigorous morning at day care. Mattie couldn’t take her eyes off Ella—her blond hair, pudgy limbs, sweet and self-sufficient character. When Ella was born, she’d been colicky and had to suckle all the time; when she wasn’t nursing, she’d needed to suck on Mattie’s fingers. She’d graduated to a pacifier for a while, then found her thumb. The discovery of her belly button at a year and a half had marked the start of a new relationship, one of pleasure and comfort.

Whenever her shirt and pants gaped open, she’d put her finger inside. She twiddled the belly button, played it as if thumping the twangy connection between her and her mother, her belly a guitar.

Her belly button was an extra sense organ: if something had a nice texture, if it was slippery, say, or warm, she put it against her tummy; her voice would grow thick and furry, and she would say clearly, as if there could be any mistake, “My belly.” Mattie had to make sure she had access through her clothes so she could find it. When she did, her whole body went soft and she let out a sigh.

Mattie reached down in the crib and lifted Ella out. “Let’s go make something with blocks. Harry will be home soon, and we’ll have grilled cheese sandwiches.” Both of them missed Harry when he was at school—he had just started first grade—but life was much more peaceful in the hours when he was gone. Harry was busy, and loud, and lived in movement. He took life by the throat and shook it. He had his father’s temper, his gift for instilling fear in others. He’d made an instant friend of the boy who lived next door, right after they’d arrived in the house. While she walked one afternoon with Ella and Harry, Mattie had noticed a towheaded boy, a year or so younger than Harry, in costume chain mail, a wooden sword dangling from his belt, in the yard next door. He’d been watering a hydrangea bush, as his blonde mother watched from the back step with a dish towel draped over her shoulder. Mattie stopped and waved to the mother, and the boy had whipped around, still holding the hose, so that Ella and Mattie had been sprayed. The mother had come running, with everyone laughing but Ella. Mattie wiped Ella’s face with her T-shirt while Ella tried to decide whether to cry, and the boy’s mother handed Mattie the dish towel. The two boys faced off, staring at each other as if seeing themselves in a mirror.

The mother’s name was Margrethe. She was from Denmark, but had only a faint accent. The boy was named Stefan, and he only whispered. He could hardly contain himself; he had something marvelous hidden in his fist behind his back. His mother urged him to share it.

“No, no, is my little itty tro,” he said with great pleased worry.

“Show Harry your itty tro,” said the mother. Mattie was alarmed to see the agitation on Harry’s face. He seemed to be in a battle to restrain himself from knocking the boy over, as if he was about to say, “I’m going to shoot it out of your hand, boy.”

Stefan peered into the opening of his fist.

“Is my itty tro,” he chirped. “My little itty tro.”

“But what is it?” asked Harry. “What do you do with it?”

Stefan moved his fist through the air like a toy plane. “Zah! Zah!”

Mattie reached for Harry, who was breathing hard now. She felt heat spreading through his T-shirt, and his heart pounding beneath her hand.

“What is his little itty tro?” Mattie asked as nicely as possible.

“I don’t know, this is the first I’ve heard of it,” said the mother.

“Is my itty tro!” Stefan proclaimed, and flew his fist through the air. “Zah zah zah!”

Harry studied Stefan in a hard, bored way. Then he said, quietly, too quietly, “Give me the itty tro.”

Stefan looked at him, worried as a kitten, and took one step back.

“Give me the itty tro!” Harry said. Stefan made a quiet strangled sound, like the sound a hurt deer might make. Harry raised his fist, and Stefan opened his own hand to reveal a feather.

Somehow they ended up best friends. They played together nearly every day.

Mattie now held Ella in her arms. The rats in the walls were squeaking. God, they had gotten so loud. The scratching had been bad enough, but the squeaks sounded like a mob was assembling back there, lighting torches. Beams and rafters were being nibbled into battering rams. Mattie scurried out, carrying Ella, and went to call her mother.

•   •   •

Isa answered right away, but as usual she was running out the door. “I’ll call you later, darling,” she said.

“No, Mom. We’ve waited long enough. The rats are getting worse and worse, and I really need you to pay for an exterminator.”

“Oh, for Chrissakes, this can’t wait till I get home? Two hours?”

Mattie sighed. Of course it could wait two hours, but with Isa, two hours could turn into two months or two years. “Call me later,” Mattie said, and hung up. “Ees go?” Ella asked. Mattie nodded: Isa go, always go, going, going, gone. She was in her prime at seventy-one, an inspiration to everyone in town, beautiful like an aging model in a vitamin commercial, elegant, lively, opinionated. Mattie was in awe of her energy and drive. Her sharp corners had been sanded over the years, and she’d mellowed slightly along the way, was gentler now, sometimes even able to listen.

Mattie wondered, looking at Ella, how different she herself would have been if Isa had been this way thirty years before, instead of so anxious and critical. Mattie could see that Angela’s best qualities—her spiritual thirst, her soulfulness, her equal capacity for playfulness and grief—were the direct result of having had a tense and neglectful mother like Isa. Angela had suggested that Isa’s gift had been as a foil: looking at her charming unhappiness all those years, Mattie could see exactly who she didn’t want to be when she grew up. Either you became like that, as Mattie and Angela hadn’t, or you became the antidote for the mother’s poison. What you needed you invented, and then gave away, so there would be some of it in your world. What would Ella decide to become—or not? Mattie saw herself and Angela as the trees that grew out of cliffs and boulders above the ocean near Monterey—evergreen creatures, windswept, magnificent, twisty, gnarled pines growing out of the layers of rock, where maybe there had once been some nutrition, maybe there had once been soil from which the trees had sprung, but then the soil had blown away, and they still grew.

•   •   •

Mattie and Ella sat on the floor in front of the fireplace, eating crackers, building a castle, still waiting for Harry. Their aging Cavalier King Charles spaniel, Marjorie, lay beside them. She had soulful brown eyes and a creamy white coat dappled with reddish-brown. She was old and sick. “Marjorie,” Mattie said, “will you pay for an exterminator?” Like the Little Red Hen trying to get someone to help her with the wheat.

•   •   •

Harry wept when he got home that afternoon and overheard Mattie tell Al on the phone that she was going to have the rats poisoned. “All they want is a chance to live and take care of their tiny families,” Harry cried in protest. So she abandoned the idea for a time. She took the children to the hardware store and bought some Have-a-Heart traps.

She baited and set them, but it turned out that Have-a-Heart traps were called Have-a-Heart because they didn’t actually trap rats. They did just the opposite, in fact; they seemed to provide the rats with a lovely late-night snack of cheese.

Now she was afraid again all the time.

She wasn’t particularly afraid of mice, but rats were more like snakes—snakes in bad fur coats.

In bed alone at night with no husband or best friend within range to protect her, a snail between two shells, she listened to the mewling of the rats. Sometimes there was an awful soft slithering sound, as if a rat was slowly drawing its tail across the wall behind her bed, and when that happened she went and got Harry and brought him into her bed. Having him in bed with her was about as peaceful as sleeping with a monkey, but better than being alone with the rats.

•   •   •

By mid-November, darkness had truly arrived, like the darkness that had been inside her for many months now. Go to bed, put on some thick socks, the cold weather said, and she did. She knew she was not going to get the lift she’d gotten used to from October’s sun, so she looked for domestic sun: candles, lamplight, fires in the fireplace.

The storms of winter began, tossed down by towering clouds and marked by sudden shifts of light. The stark changes helped: she felt less stuck because the sky wasn’t ever stuck. It grew dark and threatening, and then the sun came out and lit up the leaves. The leaves shone back. Darkness descended again, but through the dark and dreary skies, sunbeams slanted, bright and operatic. She’d had days like this when she’d first met Nicky—dark, bright, dreary, operatic. He had been a lecturer of English at San Francisco State; she was the manager of a restaurant on Shattuck. She had bummed around the country for a while after college, with a boyfriend she had expected to marry. He went to live in Spain and she had joined him for a couple of years, but he drank too much and they fought, and she had returned to California without him. She slept in her old room at Isa’s until her mother’s frantic schedule and wild mood swings started to drive her nuts. Mattie moved out, rented a cheap studio in San Francisco. She went to work as a manager in a waterfront dive, and finally decided to study literature at San Francisco State. She was exhausted by her workload at the restaurant and school, feeling half dead, until she met Nicky. He reached down and pulled her to her feet, made her laugh again, took her dancing, took her to bed, took her to Paris. How had her marriage gone from there, the glorious place where it began, to this ugly end?

Somehow the arithmetic had stopped working. For a long time, the marriage worked like a mostly reliable car. He had been unfaithful to her once, with a student, and she’d almost left him. But they patched things back together, and then she got pregnant with Harry. Harry changed everything, for a while. And then Nicky began to withdraw, and she thought he was having more affairs, although he’d never admit it, and she wanted to leave with Harry, but then she got pregnant again, with Ella. Things were sweeter again briefly, and then horrible when he had the affair with the twenty-two-year-old, then better again after Ella’s birth. Then they grew apart again. She added up the columns every few months, and the positive column won, even if only by a tiny margin. Then one day she added things up, and she was short. And then she was short more often than not. Children, and the house, and the life they’d put together—hikes, walks on the beaches of West Marin, dinners with friends, mostly from the college, work for left-wing causes and candidates—were no longer enough of an excuse to stay together. Nothing worked consistently anymore, not the illusion or the self-made glue that had held them together, not even the armature of habit. For years, when she was scared enough, she made it a point not to hang out with the hollowness and dead spots in her heart. She made the dog of doubt go lie under the bed and stop sniffing around so much. And the physical pieces had fit, until the end. At bedtime they’d still snuggled and made love. They might lie down grim, but their limbs found themselves in old habits soon enough.

Angela and Al had advised Mattie to leave, but she stayed on. Finally the machine of the marriage broke down, and she said to herself, “If I stay, I’m going to the bottom.” She was more afraid of this than of leaving, and so she left.

•   •   •

The rats were the first thing she heard one morning as she woke up, even before the songbirds and the artillery of the recycling truck. She bolted awake, then lay listening miserably. Rat tails were so naked, like bone.

Mattie called Evergreen Pest Control. They would charge two hundred dollars for the first visit, and the check from Nicky wasn’t due for another two weeks, but she went ahead and made the appointment.

She’d thought about asking Nicky if he would split the cost with Isa—the rats were, after all, in the house where his children lived—but when she called, Nicky’s new girlfriend answered and Mattie hung up. He insisted that he had started seeing Lee only after Mattie filed for divorce, but this young, blond Scottish woman, two years out of college, had sprung so instantly into being his serious girlfriend that Mattie knew he must have been seeing her even before the separation. All of a sudden one day in October he was routinely referring to a girlfriend, and the children came back from a weekend with him reporting that she had been there overnight Saturday, and in the kitchen making pancakes when they woke up the next morning.

Lee was tall and thin and had the thick blond hair of a Breck girl. Mattie’s hair was growing thin, while her waist grew thick. She wanted to murder both of them in Nicky’s bed. Lee was at least ten years younger than Mattie. For months after they split up, Mattie and Nicky fought about the children, schedules, money—everything except Lee. They never said her name. Eventually there was improvement the size of a ladybug in their relationship, and then improvement the size of a tadpole. Mattie felt ill only some of the time. Her automotive hypochondria decreased and she only intermittently heard axles about to drop, tires about to blow. After hours of prayers and reading Scripture and endless talks with Angela and Al and her pastor, Mattie could talk to Lee, if Lee happened to answer the phone at Nicky’s, without feeling like hanging herself.

So she called Nicky’s house that night after making the Evergreen appointment, and he answered. He said that he would be glad to pay. He’d bring her a check the next afternoon.

When he came over for lunch the next day, they had a beer or two and talked about the rats, and the children. Then they went to bed. She had not planned on this, although it had been her idea to take him to the bedroom so he could hear the rats himself. “Oh, baby,” he said, with a look of compassionate misery on his suave, gypsy face. She looked out the window at the persimmons on the tree across the street, hanging like little orange Japanese lanterns. Their neighbor had given them a basketful. Mattie had baked persimmon puddings. She could almost smell them now. She looked back at Nicky.

A few days later he came by, looking for insurance papers she had accidentally packed up, and then, the day before the exterminator’s appointment, he dropped the children off late on a Sunday night, read them to sleep after their baths, and one thing led to another.

Mattie remembered the apostle Paul, crying out that he did all the things he was desperate not to do, and so few of the things he knew he ought to do. She promised herself she would never do it again.

She might not have, either, if Evergreen Pest Control hadn’t postponed the appointment until the end of the week. They were so sorry for the cancellation that they offered to take ten percent off the bill. Nicky called that night to see if the rats had been taken care of. She told him about the delay. He came over to console her.

•   •   •

The evening before the rescheduled exterminator’s appointment, Mattie was sitting in the garden with Harry and Ella. The early-December dusk was juicy and brisk, with an ache of diminishing light, and it made her feel both pensive and relieved; the days were so short now. She was yearning for bedtime when she heard the phone ring inside. It was Isa, calling to say that she was bringing a friend’s two grandchildren by for the night. Their house had burned down earlier that day, and the parents were in the hospital for observation. They were going to be fine, but Isa needed to stay with them at the hospital. This was so Isa: Isa the hero, Mattie the chambermaid to her mother’s need to do big, visible good deeds. But Mattie smiled; it was a role she loved.

Just before eight, Mattie and the kids heard Isa pull up in her Volkswagen bug. They ran outside to greet her. Under the streetlight, Isa’s bumper glowed with decals like Girl Scout badges, the alphabet soup of her days—decals for UNICEF, of which she was regional director for the Halloween collection; the NAACP, under whose auspices she tutored a teenage girl and registered voters; the ACLU, for which she did clerical work for death penalty appeals; AARP, which she had only recently joined; NOW, for which she did fund-raising; and AAA, her auto club, which she didn’t need, because men of all ages jockeyed to work on her car.

Two black boys sat solemnly on top of ACLU literature in the backseat, wrapped in one bright green blanket, so that they floated like a pair of sea otter babies swaddled in kelp while their parents went looking for food.

On the passenger seat sat a panting bug-eyed pug.

“Oh darling, I’m so sorry to do this to you,” Isa said, unfolding herself from the cramped front seat like a long-legged bird. “But what else could I have done?” She indicated the children, then the dog. “And we couldn’t leave the dog behind, the kitchen has no roof, the plastic is all melted.”

“It’s okay, Mom. Really. They’ll be fine. You can go now.”

But Isa came in with the boys, Alfie and Rue. She helped them get set up in the living room with Harry and Ella, and blocks, colored pencils, glasses of chocolate milk. Their awful pug, who had perhaps been tense even before the fire, ran around the living room and peed.

Isa let Mattie clean up the pee, and then the pellets, which popped out of the dog like bullets. Harry and Ella and Marjorie sat quietly on the oversize easy—Marjorie’s chair, it was called—watching all the commotion, while Isa bustled about, running command central, calling friends of the family and hospital personnel.

•   •   •

After Isa left, Mattie played with the kids—drew, built with blocks, read—and at ten put them to bed on the living room floor. At one, she heard her mother’s car pull up in front of the house. Wrapping herself in a quilt, she went outside. Isa rolled down her window. A handsome black man sat in the passenger seat. Isa introduced him as the children’s father, and he got out of the car to fetch his sons. Mattie offered to accompany him, but when he declined her help she simply told him where they were sleeping.

In the streetlight, Isa looked like a skeleton in a cheap wig, a figurine from the Mexican Day of the Dead. Mattie reached out to stroke her bony arm.

“I don’t know where we’d have been without your mother,” the man told Mattie when he returned, a sleeping child over one shoulder and the other boy walking beside him. People had been telling Mattie this since she was four or five. She shook her head and smiled at the ground. Somehow the man shoehorned the children into the backseat of the car without waking the younger boy. The man got in, and the dog sat on his lap. Mattie went to the driver’s side to kiss her mother good-bye, and they exchanged tired smiles. “You were a hero,” said Isa, and they gazed at each other, until she put the car in first and inched forward. The moon glowed like a porthole seen from the inside of a ship, looking out into an ocean of light.

•   •   •

Mattie could not fall asleep that night. She was too keyed up, and the rats had never been louder. She spent half the night trying, through force of will, to keep them from getting out and finding her children. She imagined them nosing Ella with their sharp furry snouts. Mattie could imagine one digging into her stomach, clutching at her aorta, trying to tear it loose. A rat was the only animal that would actually crawl over your head, as if you were a corpse, or a crop it was checking, and it might come back in a week to see how you were doing. Rats owned the night.

•   •   •

Mattie dragged herself out of bed at seven and got the children ready for day care and school. She made them breakfast, packed their lunches, got them dressed. Then she and Ella walked Harry to the bus stop at the corner, waited to see him get on the bus, and continued on to Ella’s day-care center. Mattie lumbered home feeling like a crabby, bloated robot, and called the men at Evergreen to see what time they were coming. When she found out not until the afternoon, she almost went back to bed. But there were boxes to unpack in the garage, and she had promised herself she would try to unpack one or two every day. She hadn’t returned calls from the week before, and she went around feeling as if she was several weeks behind on her housework all the time. There always seemed to be another batch of dishes in the sink, bottomless baskets of laundry.

She went out to the garage and opened a box at random. It contained her framed photographs. This gave Mattie a brief lift. She could set them out on the mantel. She unwrapped each photograph like a present. Isa looked up at her from forty years before, all soft waves and painted eyebrows. One side of her lips was turned up as though in a moment she might smile, and the other was turned down in prim disgust, like a person of nobility trying to suppress the horror of finding herself standing next to you. Mattie covered the disgusted side of Isa’s face with her hand, smiled at nice Isa with her crinkly brown eyes. The next picture she unwrapped was of Isa at age nine, not long after her father had died. She wore a dress, and ribbons in her hair, but looked as desperate and hungry as the wild child found in the forests of France. While looking at this picture with Mattie, her father had said that when you’re eating in the wild, you eat when the food is there. If you wait, someone might grab the potato out of your paws. “That’s the reason your mother is the way she is,” he’d said. “Starving. That’s how she gets so much done.”

When she found a photo of her brother at four, Mattie reached out to touch the scar on his forehead, which he’d gotten by falling onto the coffee table, soon after Mattie was born. He’d fallen a lot as a child; he’d had poor coordination and terrible vision. He was an angry kid, and no one knew exactly why. He wept whenever Alfred went away on business. He wept when his parents brought Mattie home from the hospital, and told them to give her to the neighbors down the street—Isa loved to tell this story. He sometimes punched Mattie in the arm, and wrecked her things. He was unfriendly to Isa and Alfred’s frequent dinner guests, which made Isa madder than anything. He was often sent to his room without dinner, and Mattie sneaked him oranges and saltines and boxes of Jell-O.

His parents sent him to a psychiatrist when he was twelve, after the counselors at school said they could not welcome him back the next year if his aggression was unchecked. He was often sick in the mornings during those early adolescent years. When he was ten, he’d hurt a neighbor’s cat (although not badly, as Isa was quick to point out, as if the cat had overreacted). He’d caused a child to have a biking accident, started a fire in a neighbor’s garage, blown up Mattie’s dollhouse in the backyard. Isa had insisted on the therapy, after the family had moved from an apartment into the house.

After he turned thirteen, Al’s troubles grew more serious. He started smoking, and stealing hubcaps. Then he took to dressing like Illya Kuryakin on The Man from U.N.C.L.E. and stealing spotlights off people’s roofs. He stole a slingshot from a friend’s father, and staked out neighbors’ houses for days, planning his assaults; he hurled good-size rocks through their windows. Late one night, after a few beers at
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