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For Swan and Zaza





“For, to one’s child, everyone but one’s self is a stranger… but then—but then—” murmured the Princess.

HENRY JAMES, The Princess Casamassima







PART ONE





ONE

MY MOTHER TOLD ME I looked like Veronica Lake. My dream girl, she called me. I took this to mean that she had wanted a child, had dreamt of one and then been granted that wish, though it could equally have meant that she still did not accept me as truly real, that I was as good as something imagined.

It was hard for my mother to love me, a miracle that she did. I understood! I grated on her nerves. My presence needled. I could be a bad kid. A nightmare for any parent. I mouthed off. I knew how to manipulate, and I didn’t always resist the urge. Sometimes I was unpleasant, even unkind, what she called acting nasty. Worst of all, sometimes I put on airs. These moments, I understood her long periods of desertion. My mother stuck it out. She granted absolution. She fed me, clothed me. Forgave my trespasses. Was this what she deserved in return?



When my grandmother died, I was happy. My grandfather had preceded her six years prior, which meant that, now, we would get some stuff. My mother filled up her Mitsubishi Diamante with everything they had intended her to have and then some. Mostly, we had to overcorrect, to ensure her grabby sister didn’t wind up with more than her share. My mother sensed gaps in the allotment, sure my aunt Nell had already taken things she hadn’t disclosed. The sole unclaimed item from my grandmother’s estate was Evelyn, my grandmother’s slow-blinking poodle, so inbred that she looked like a goat.

We loaded up the Diamante. Our car, what my mother called our diamond in the rough, was both ratty and natty, with its pearlescent paint job, its ivory plastic interior with prestige trim, 180,000 miles on the odometer. We shoved aside the Gatorade bottles, my mother’s heeled sandals. To make room for our haul, we dumped our spare yellow jugs of gasoline out either window and tossed the receptacles. We dropped Evelyn at the gloomy home of a retired veterinarian we’d connected with on Facebook Marketplace.

I was almost ten years old. My dolls, which just that winter had seemed so alive, so full of some furtive, sequestered worlds of their own, seemed suddenly still and mute, reduced to plastic and vinyl. I’d begun to understand certain things.

In Redding, we popped my grandparents’ old VHS tapes into the inherited VCR, let them run one after the other, paying some attention now and then. They’d bought a three-tape Charlie Chaplin boxed set at Target for $1.75. We saw Fedora and Avanti! Patty Duke’s portrayals of Helen Keller and Neely O’Hara. It was a revelation to me, how there could be different ways of being the same woman.

My grandparents had meant nothing to me, less than that, given what I’d been told of them. They lived far away. Their home, in northern Washington state near Mount Baker, a tall, silhouetted volcano, was a site in my mind of explosive eruption.

And now we had some great new goods. But, to my surprise, despite musing that now she was free, the death seemed to have unlocked some new and unexpected form of tenderness in my mother. I saw that sadness made a person soft. And that the softness made her happy, brought her comfort, simply to know she could feel it.



My mother’s happiness was a firefly I’d tasked myself with taking into custody. In those days, my mother was not my best friend in the world, she was the world. She was what made anything make sense. Any opinion I had was hers. We were each other; I’d never have known how to separate us.

Today, in Redding, my mother was crumpled.

She had never needed the fluff of entertainment, the security blanket of a book or a show. She liked to sit outside and use her senses, unmitigated. But I liked TV, the miscellany of it, low-power stations like KRCR and KCVU, and she had nothing against watching it with me. We tuned in to Jerry Springer. I found him a wholesome antidote to his unsavory guests. I bet he was a wonderful father. We watched Married… with Children, the story of a family so unlike ours as to be science fiction. But today, the shows, even the consolation of the VHS tapes, the clunky old tech from another lifetime, wasn’t enough. Her mother was never coming back. “It’s so final, Jellybean,” my mother gasped. “There’s no undoing it.”

She had not spoken with her mother for years. Could you miss someone you had excised, mourn someone you had deliberately shut the door on? It felt like theater, another of my mother’s tricks. Still, despite not exactly grasping her grief, I felt it was my duty to pull her out of it. I had an idea. I ran into the other room and stepped into my mother’s pants, loose and baggy on me. I used a shoelace for a belt. I snatched up my grandmother’s cane and my grandfather’s gray felt hat.

Reentering the room, I hitched up my hip, screwed up my face, and adopted my best approximation of the clumsy Chaplin walk. It was all in the hips.

My mother loved it. She was small and bright, like a lemon tree. Watching me strut with bent legs, her face changed, like my grandmother’s cane was a magic wand I had passed over her. It was me, ushering in exuberance. I was that magic.

So I hammed it up, escalating. I scrunched my face like wrapping paper, I puckered and crimped. Like a penguin, I shuffled as fast as I could, then collapsed onto the floor, twitching like a cartoon. I knew this was not in character, but I couldn’t stop. The ball was rolling, and I seemed to be along for the ride. I munched an invisible carrot, ch-ch-ch-ch. “What’s up, Doc?”

Now it was the full wallop of us. I was clomping, creeping, and skidding. I was laughing, then crying. Pantomiming, pinching my cheeks, then hers. “Ow!” she shrieked, and I had hurt her. Known I would. I was making merry at any cost. I was a maestro, the Tramp.

We whipped ourselves into a frenzied enthusiasm, thickening like cream under a whisk, dense and heavy, stirring in both our minds memories of my grandmother’s Chantilly, beaten plush and solid.

The current was running through us now. “A vagrant, a gentleman, a poet, a dreamer!”

It was a fantastic flight into festivity. We were frothing. I knew my purpose in life. It was to make my mother laugh.

“Anyone eat my boots?” I said out the side of my mouth, an impeccable Charlie Chaplin. But even I could see, already, that we’d gone too far. My mother was slipping out of herself, like a VHS tape gone off the reel. Her mood was turning. Where she had been aflame with intensity, something in her was extinguishing. Suddenly, to her, my routine, my boisterous mugging, was a bore.

I lived in fear of this. It was like a sheet pulled over a magnificent view. I retired the Chaplin garb, faintly humiliating now, folding it neatly for next time. Maybe we would pick it up again later. I suggested we go for Chinese, and my mother agreed.



It was the puffy prawn crackers that melted in our mouths, dissolving the instant they hit our tongues, and in such striking shades of Easter pink and peach, that kept us coming back for more. One small bag was free with every order. We were not known here, the way we were known at Bamboo China Bistro, a regular spot of ours, conveniently near the Regal Cineplex where we liked to sneak into three films a day, me scouting first and then both of us darting across the carpeted aisle, sticky with spilled soda, from Theater 6 to Theater 7. These days, I was free to choose any flick I wanted. My mother liked everything. I loved the total transportation movies offered, the darkened theater a direct passage to another world. Settling into the plush seats felt like being dropped into another dimension, a clean break from our disheveled daily existence.

There was only one restriction: any movie helmed by my mother’s old college friend, Harlan. I hunted these out. Subtly, at the very bottom of the poster, beneath the star-touting, in small type, it would say A HUNGRY BEAR PRODUCTION. There was no explanation offered. My mother’s only comment? The less said about him the better.

We had placed our order ahead of time, in the dead-zone late-afternoon interval between the end of the after-school animated feature and the start of the blockbusters, and the restaurant had our food ready for pickup. Today, my mother sent me in. She waited outside to study the shellfish in the live seafood tank.

While she watched a black eel looping through the cloudy water, I seized upon an idea. My mother and I always felt we were owed things by the world, restitution for what I didn’t yet know, only that we’d not been provided all we were due and that taking without paying would be a recompense for our failed allotment. It may have been that there were only two of us, when families were so often some multiple of that. We were short. We didn’t add up.

So, despite not being equipped with my grandmother’s cane, which would have enhanced the routine’s plausibility, when the door opened into the restaurant with a whoosh and a tinkle of bells, I fell onto one side of my body.

“I appreciate it,” I said, when the proprietor stepped out from behind the counter to assist. “I left my cane at home.”

He looked sorry for my difficulty. I wished he was a little younger, not so gray-haired himself, a little less stiff and unsteady. But I adopted my limp anyway, hoping my mother could see through the window. Every time I looked up, walking haltingly, she wasn’t. She was lost to the crustaceans in private reverie. She had forfeited her mother, squandered her. I tried to imagine it, my mother being dead forever, never coming back. It made me feel regret for all our squabbling and dirty scraps. I focused on making my limp very realistic this time, convincing, no more funny stuff. I felt this was important. I walked unevenly, the way I did when one foot was asleep.

The aged owner handed me the brown paper bag waiting on the counter. I took a long time picking it up. At the last moment, he caught my eye. “Extra,” he said, adding not just a second but a third bag of the complimentary prawn chips.

I hobbled out of the restaurant for good measure, even though my jig was up. When I came out, she was standing with her back to me. Just out of sight of the window, having cleared his sight line, I jumped in front of the tank and wagged the bag for my mother to see. “Look what I got! He thought I was crippled!”

Something in my mother’s face changed. Her eyes crinkled. I went further, starting up my charade again. “I went like this.” I hooked my thumb into my belt loop and tilted exaggeratedly to one side, more bent and shambling than in the restaurant.

“You think that’s funny?” Suddenly, there were tears in my mother’s sad eyes. “Go in there and apologize. Tell that nice man that you lied.”

I stood up. I saw a few dry, dead shrimp littered outside the water tank.

“I can’t.” Of course I couldn’t. “We’ll never be able to come back.” I was thinking of her, I swear, of how she liked the pastel prawn chips and the pork rinds.

“Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” She banged her head with the palm of her hand.

I hated her. She was absolutely right.

“Of course, I’ll be the villain in their mind, I’ll be the one who never taught you.”

A magma of rage—lava so glassy white-hot it was almost ice—rose inside me, pooling then hardening into cement. It sat like a stone.

The older man was at the till, counting cash. I had hoped he would look up and see me walk in, register the reveal so I wouldn’t have to say it out loud. He knew I was there, but I had to wait while he focused, finished thumbing through the stack in his hand, whispering numbers to himself. Finally, he went silent and folded the bills. “Something wrong?”

Yes, something wrong. I confessed. He said I could keep the prawn chips. I said I couldn’t. We both felt sad, and then I left.

In the car, my mother stared ahead. I’d disappeared.

“What’s wrong, Mommy?”

It was the first step. We were tumbling into our hole. I’d goad her into it, playing dumb, playing the baby. We were two bats, winging in darkness. We could see what no one else could.

“Mommy, talk to me.”

She drove with her eyes red-rimmed but unerringly straight ahead on the road.

“I love you so much. Please talk to me, Mommy.”

This would set her teeth on edge. She hated a goody-goody. She was always on the lookout for affect, ready to beat it out of me. “You’re giving me the creeps.”

“I’m sorry, Mommy.”

Mealymouthed, I would prostrate myself. This would be both what she wanted—what gave her license to set loose the worst of her—and what gave her the heebie-jeebies. Actually, it was fun for both of us, for a few moments at least.

“You sure were nasty back there.” My mother’s red eyes glittered. “What a nasty trick.”

Nasty was a favorite word of hers, suggesting not only that I’d been immoral but that I’d been disgustingly so, my soul itself moldering, maggoty and worm-eaten. I could have pointed out any number of her own tricks, long running, more deliberate than mine.

“You’re my mommy.” She was driving the car, but I was driving the performance. “You’re supposed to teach me.” I could keep up. I’d learned from the best.

There was a pause. We each took a breath. And then I began to sob, to give way to the panic I was manufacturing. My dread and restlessness becoming real as I expressed it.

“You’re becoming hysterical,” she said, not taking her red eyes off the road.

How it would go: At home, she would plunge into a funk, retreating to her room. What was black, embedded inside her, would overcome the rest; she’d go dark like the Regal theater, lights out on all trespass. Wherever it was she had gone, she couldn’t hear me from there.

Soon, she’d be asleep, lit by the muted television, the peach-fuzzy outline of her naked body glowing like a fetus in a chamber. The heavy dose of feuding would have taken us both out. I’d retreat to the bath like an infant Marat, made languid by my pointless revolution. I was sullen. I had no power. And I missed her. The one outcome I always failed to account for.

When she emerged, she’d be blurry-eyed but awake. Often, these were the best times between us. She would be starving and require a dose of candy and juice to get her blood sugar up. I’d bring her a bag of Skittles and we’d watch cartoons, whichever I wanted.

“Jellybean,” she’d say, turning to me at a commercial break. “How to make you into an honest and loving child?”

I’d shrug; she’d pat my knee. Halloween was next week, and we were behind. It was past time to begin planning our costumes, our spine-tingling door swag, our ghostly giveaways, our cute, sinister ’n’ spooky crafts.





TWO

THE WEEK AFTER WE RANSACKED my grandmother’s house for bounty, we drove back to Maple Falls to attend as guests my grandmother’s memorial at the Northwest Hills Community Church. One thing my mother never shied from was a long-haul drive. We hurtled up Route 542, shadowed by Mount Baker. The mountain was a dormant volcano that had been a glacier, and I felt my mother becoming more agitated as she moved in the direction of the hot flow of home.

She turned up the dial for a song we liked, and that I felt was a pep talk for both of us Sloopies. Hang on, Sloopy, Sloopy, hang on!

She was a lawless driver, always, calm as a clam in gridlock, backing through an intersection to avoid circling the block. She would run red lights, not slowing down on a yellow, saying it “felt like a green.” Chances were: no traffic cop, just a consortium of resentful fellow citizens, blaring their horns. These small transgressions added up to a sense of ourselves as special, exempt from the rules—but also disliked, distrusted, untrustworthy, apart.

Arriving at the church, we were directed to the worship hall. We slipped past a few people in navy suits, then faltered, uncertain where to sit. We had worn thrift-shop black, subtly faded over time to slate. An elderly woman in a proper ink-black dress and modest, sensible heels motioned us over and led us down the aisle, inviting us to sit in the pair of waiting chairs just opposite the pulpit.

At the front of the church, the projector hummed. And there, fussing with the remote as it cycled through the same four or five images of my grandmother, smiling and waving, with our same pale eyes, holding a pie, was my aunt Nell. She sniffed as she made her way back to her seat from behind the lectern. I snuck glances but managed to avoid her eyes. I felt that if I met them, I might turn to stone or worse.

“Of course she’s making a show,” my mother whispered. “As if she’s such a sensitive flower.”

My mother and I did not cry. It would have been unseemly to feign sadness. I tried to imagine what grief would feel like, if I could feel it. Perhaps like one’s heart crisply split in two, spilling its squelched juices, like the baobab fruit broken open by the stylish monkey in The Lion King, my favorite vintage cartoon.

My grandmother had been devoutly Christian, if not always practicing in the usual ways. Her sleepy house was dusty and silent, peppered with doves and angels in a gray-tinged orange my mother called terra-cotta. They looked to me like they should be outside, activated to a rich color by rain, rather than turning stale gray on her shelf. I hadn’t set eyes on them, or her statuary, since my mother had severed contact after the dispute over our house—the house my mother had believed rightfully ours.

From what I could gather, my mother, having seized upon the idea of home ownership, had scrolled the classifieds for a few weeks and landed on a suitable two-bedroom with a down payment she was just short of, the way that with her it was always just. My grandmother had said something like, “I want to help you buy it,” which my mother had interpreted to mean she was buying it for her and proceeded on this assumption. Once the illusion was punctured, she’d called off the moving van—swallowing the late-cancellation fee that the customer-service line refused to waive or reduce, no matter how she pleaded about an unforeseeable emergency—and then did not speak to her mother for five years.

The rift between my mother and her sister, Nell, was something more nebulous, harder to trace. I was primed, on the lookout for the inevitable confrontation between my mother and Nell, an artist who lived in New York. The sense I had of her was that she was smart, quirky, quiet. Edgy and cerebral. Otherwise occupied. I’d met her only a handful of times. There had been a period of reconciliation, a fragile truce between the two sisters, in my kindergarten year. Nell had not fared any better with their mother than my own mother had, a fact that alone had been enough to reunite the sisters periodically, bound by a shared experience—and then, confronted by how their experience had differed, finish in a spectacular falling-out. I always felt that my aunt liked the idea of children but wouldn’t have known what to do with me for long.

“It wasn’t entirely Nell’s fault,” my mother acknowledged. She said that their mother set them at odds as children. She was intensely jealous. “She felt we did not love her enough for her to allow us to love each other. We had, for a time, anyway, in spite of her. I was my sister’s protector.”

Once, apparently, my aunt had tried to shove my infant mother off their mother’s lap. Supposedly, my grandmother had hankered for a son, having ingested the belief that boys were naturally devoted to their mothers. She was wearily certain that her daughters were uninterested in her.

“She’d say to us, ‘You girls would cry anytime I held you. You didn’t like me.’ ”

I wished she had held her tongue. Maybe things would have been different. All this patter, and now she was gray dust.

In my early memories, my grandfather had smelled like carpet cleaner. If I asked, “What about Grandpa?” my mother would shudder. “It’s so weird to hear you call him that, Jellybean. He just sort of dissociated. Grandma was the only one present in the household.”

My mother felt that anyone—namely her best friend from college, Bonnie Vowell, who had landed in Connecticut, and her sister, Nell—who moved to New York had a certain presumption. It was where you went if you fancied yourself too fabulous to live anyplace else. If you felt you’d be able to make a mark in a mark-worn place. If you needed not just a Fifth Avenue at your disposal but a Broadway to boot.

“Nell always felt superior because she had this thing she did”—my mother meant art—“like she was God’s gift to creation, like she had a direct channel to something more meaningful than my own daily existence, like she was plugged into something real, while I was just walking around, dumb and unenlightened.”

I felt burned, angry on my young mother’s behalf. “Saint Nell,” I said, mockingly making the sign of the cross.

“Believe me,” my mother said. “It was really stifling to grow up around that.”

“I bet.”

She said their mother had bought Nell’s posturing. “That’s something you should know about people, Jelly. They believe what they’re told. If you tell people what you do is important, they believe it.”

Though my mother meant it pejoratively, I logged this idea—that others’ perception of a person could be established so simply. And I used it, too. At school, I told the other kids that we were from a fine old family out east. I made hazy reference to my esteemed aunt Nell. I hinted that we’d been shipping heirs, that my mother had refused her inheritance out of moral objection. And they swallowed it whole.

Spinning my yarns, fleecing my classmates, gave me no pause. I was the Lady Eve, a character of reinvention from another of my grandmother’s VHSes. I was Miley Cyrus peeling off her Hannah Montana wig and straddling a wrecking ball. It was fraudulent, but it was fun.

“Nell clung to art,” my mother said, “because it helped her avoid seeing what was right in front of her. Me, I preferred to keep my eyes open. There’re repercussions for that. But at least I knew what was real.”

I thought I could see what had happened between them. Life opened like a zipper, separating them painfully at first, notch by notch, then faster, wider, until the garment lay split in two. Nell chose Art. What had my mother chosen? Freedom? Motherhood? Or had she just drifted along?

“Anyway, don’t talk to her.”

I could tell my mother was uneasy about having left the funeral arrangements to her sister by the way she vented over Nell’s decisions, errors of judgment she wanted it known she herself would never have made. “Those corpse-green ranunculus wouldn’t have been my doing, but then Nell has always had a distinctive sensibility.” She cut her eyes toward me. “Might have been the quaaludes in the eighties.”

I watched Nell closely, looking for any trace of those quaaludes at work. With my mother, sometimes there was a seed of truth. Nell was wearing black Converse sneakers. “They look like clown shoes,” my mother whispered. “With those rubber tips. Clown shoes to her mother’s memorial.”

I was eleven but I looked, say, nine. Which is to say I looked like someone people felt they needed to take care of. We found this useful. I was small and I could get under things, gathering coins from beneath a chewing-gum rack. I could order off the kids’ menu. I had a hand in this. My mother liked it when I was babyish, soft and dependent, infantile.

On most topics and especially that of my aunt, my mother instituted our opinions. I wouldn’t have known how to begin to form one of my own. Still, I’d worried. What if Nell, after all these years, was alluring? Someone with the same disregard for convention as my mother, but one who’d channeled that subversiveness into something successful? As with my mother, I had no sense whatsoever what I might expect of her.

Afterward, there was coffee out of paper cups in the meeting hall. It was customary, we were told, for the family to stand at the back of the church and greet the attendees, what number there were. The projector blinked off.

My aunt greeted me politely, from a distance. The thing about the kind of hair we all had was that even with your hair pulled back you could always see it. You couldn’t forget yourself. I gave my aunt a small smile to indicate I did not carry my mother’s old grievances. But I wasn’t certain she noticed. Nell didn’t seem to give much thought to people, not even to herself, out of devotion to her creative pursuit. She never used my name. Sometimes, I wondered if she knew it.

My mother had no choice but to acknowledge her sister. They inched toward each other, landing at each other’s side. They had both tried to pin back their frizzy hair, neither successfully. “Nice flowers,” she said.

“You think I would order those cabbagey ranunculus?” Nell said. Her lips were thin, where mine and my mother’s were full. As if she’d tasted something she didn’t like. “They smell like feet.”

My mother nodded; so she’d been wrong. After both sisters had abdicated planning the memorial, logistical matters—the casket and its transport, the readings, and, yes, the flowers—had fallen to the front desk volunteer of a church my grandmother no longer attended. I felt slighted by my delinquent grandmother. I had the impression that she had done something negligent. Rather than be accountable and considerate, here she was, dead, without a plan.

We were interrupted, introduced to the young pastor who’d led the service. He patted my head. Seeming to grasp something about us, he shared that the church held secular community events: local author readings and a pancake breakfast. If we were around for a few days, we might be interested. My mother said she hated pancakes.

Taking this as his cue, he excused himself, leaving my mother and me no choice but to join the dwindled remaining group, what I understood to be a patchy few friends and a small number of our distant relatives, which included her sister. There was a table of instant coffee in Styrofoam cups, individual creamers, and boxes of Entenmann’s mini muffins, but neither woman took a plate. Nell listened with polite interest as they traded in fond, if fading, memories. There were words of gentle affection about my grandmother’s habit of fishing candies out of her purse, and soft laughter about how she never quite got the pastor’s name right. It was Rodney, but she was set on Richard. “In time, we all just called him Pastor Richard, too, so she wouldn’t feel embarrassed. I think even he began to get a little confused!”

My mother did not crack a smile. I watched as she made a decision. She turned to Nell. “Remember when she threw away your journals and told you I’d done it?”

The small assembled group shifted in their chairs. I could smell the sour ranunculus, carried in from the worship hall.

Nell was quiet. “I don’t want to think about that right now.”

My mother snorted. “I’m sure you don’t.”

Nell slumped lower in her chair. “Don’t start.”

I stayed very quiet. I, too, hoped my mother wouldn’t start. I was invested in her staying steady—steadyish, at least. We were a package deal. If she was sometimes a witch, what did it matter when our shared broomstick was the only splinter of wood keeping me from plunging solo through the atmosphere?

“She treated us like dirt,” my mother continued.

Nell made a gesture that implied she was ceding the floor. “Here we go.”

I thought of my grandmother, on the projector, holding out her pie.

“She was not a mother, really.”

“Folks,” Nell addressed my grandmother’s next-door neighbors, “the wine hasn’t even started flowing.”

Yet my mother was not a drinker. She was simply a person committed to, and proud of, blurting out whatever came into her head, unfiltered like a gutter so clogged it overflowed, no matter how inconvenient the timing. It was a quality I often admired. I was humiliated now, but I was also my mother’s daughter. It catered to what, even then, I could identify as my budding pre-teenage sensibility. How she spoke her mind, how she did not behave like everyone else. So long, of course, as she kept it within suitable bounds.

My mother turned an ice-cold eye on Nell. We all felt the chill. “Oh, because you’ve made peace, right? No, you haven’t. You’ve revised history, and that’s a trap. One that will come and bite you in the ass.”

Elderly couples surrounded us in somber ceremony, each of them in seats clustered close to one another, some holding hands, their fingers dusted in crumb cake. People who did not find tact and courtesy a challenge, who kept things simple. My grandmother had been one of the flock. She had died, and she deserved remembrance.

“Let’s rein it in a little,” Nell said with a quick smile. It seemed impossible that the two women, Nell ready with her reins, my mother unbridled, shared the same gene pool. That they’d grown up in the same house. “Let’s do this score-settling later.”

The truth was, my fancy New York artist aunt was a disappointment to me. She should have been fabulous. It was a near miss. She didn’t look like she was having fun. She was passive-aggressive, and it felt like she had a millstone around her neck.

“There’s a reason it’s called a memorial,” my mother said. “I have a right to remember her as she was, in all her damaging complexity.”

Nell, in one last attempt to curtail her, said, “I think you’ve made your point.”

An old lady engaged me, probably thinking that a child shouldn’t hear this about her grandmother, thinking it was the first time my unsullied ears were hearing the adult version of events. “Do you like crumb cake?”

I nodded. I was good at this. If she only knew what I’d heard.



As we entered Corvallis, the Diamante was held up for a passing display. It was a marching band. The drum majors leading the procession were wearing polyester shirts emblazoned TUMWATER MIDDLE SCHOOL. I was overcome by a flare of hostility toward the parade for the delay. My mother resented jazz, it was pretentious. But she bopped along with the pep-rally beat. It took three or so minutes for them to pass. Enough time for me to register that the stab I’d felt was something other than simple irritation with the unsolicited display. This idling and sweaty ill-assorted lot belonged to something, I thought, as the last of the trundling tubas cleared the intersection, joined together in practice and ritual, filing off in lockstep. They had something I didn’t.

“See how she behaves toward me…” my mother began to ask at home, grief turning to grudge, her ultimate takeaway from the afternoon. She had her pen in hand, her tongue between her teeth in concentration. She was drafting an interpersonal map, a tool she returned to now and then, summarizing her relationships on a single page. “… sanctimonious, as if she’s a realized person and I’m not.”

I knew what she was doing. She was trying to make sense of things. A circle with “me/Helene” was fixed directly at the center, the axis around which the web of conflicts radiated. One offshooting arrow led to Nell, another to their mother. A few others to the usual suspects, the village of our lives, revolving around her. I noticed that I wasn’t listed. I was that much a part of her that I didn’t warrant consideration.



Nighttime was the bad time. I distrusted her fun. Once, after a seizure of merrymaking, she woke me up. She swore that she felt bugs crawling on her scalp, but neither of us could find anything. Who knew, she might even have seen them. Former landlords lurked in bushes or on roofs or waited in cars outside our home. She made people so vengeful that sometimes I wondered if these apparitions weren’t in fact real. I thought of the neighbor who had leaned out of his window and called down as I was leaving for school: “Hey, little girl, your mom is a bitch!”

I’d seen that with my own eyes. Hadn’t I?

By the time I’d turned ten, joining her in those fateful double digits, I saw her through a veil of sanity that had grown between us.





PART TWO





THREE

WE SETTLED HERE AND THERE. The hotter, drier, and more remote the locale, the better—provided there was a motel pool for us to bob around in. My mother’s favorite was a Best Western. It was nothing much to sneak into a roadside motel pool deck, with the right attitude. You only had to fasten on a pair of pearl earrings (no matter they were freshwater from the specialty souvenir shop at the Far East Plaza) and hold your head high. If you comported yourself as if you belonged, you were treated as such, and before you knew it, you were soaking in the tub with the jets going full-blast.

Today, it was the Pacific Shores Inn south of La Jolla’s Mission Boulevard. We’d been living on Rianda Road for two months. She liked that San Diego was a college town and there were ideas around. She felt it would be beneficial for me. We bypassed the check-in desk; hotel staff never even saw us. We were so sure of ourselves that we’d worn our pajamas as pants. Settling against the chaise, my mother pulled out our lunch of 7-Eleven sandwiches from the plastic Vons shopping bag she repurposed as a purse, and we kicked back. I’d occupy myself quietly in the pool; I would hesitate now to call it play. There was one afternoon I did a hundred somersaults in a row without stopping, just to prove I could. Other times, I would challenge myself to a breath-holding contest. Sometimes, there would be a little kid I’d have to avoid, a nine-year-old girl, say, buoyed by her two parents, proudly outfitted in that specific shade of kiddie purple, swimsuit and goggles.

And my mother would read her magazines, a stack of week-old newsprint tabloids we fished out of the recycling out back of the Rite Aid. Sometimes she read them aloud to me. A blonde had had a public meltdown, a brunette was fat, a redhead’s weight loss had sparked concern. In many ways, my mother was like an animal. We did not consume culture. Life on its surface was good enough for us.

There were consistencies across our travels: green exit signs on the interstates, free soda refills, Egg McMuffins. We moved on when a place became bloated with associations and resentments, when my mother had stirred up enough trouble that we could no longer frequent the hotel restaurant or enter the grocery store. When the housekeeping staff confronted us, having found our stash from their picked-over carts. My mother issued restraining orders against the neighbors. The police knew me by name.

We’d stayed in Port Townsend for a time. “Last I checked,” she said, “my mother doesn’t own my home state. She can’t run me out of town, much as I’m sure she’d like to.” But then, before long, Washington began to feel drizzled and damp, and California had appealed.

Of course, I shrank into my desk chair whenever I saw out the slatted window that my mother had shown up at my brick-and-mortar school in Port Townsend. It was a nice school. But she wreaked havoc, yanking me out of class at odd hours for no reason other than having missed me, warring with the administrative staff, who insisted this was not how things were done.

But I’d appreciated school as a gateway to meeting other children’s fathers. I was on a safari. I would have liked to have had a camera. Dads were an exotic breed, walking around just like they were everyday people, wearing shorts and jangling car keys, making jokes we’d be in on together, like “Gatorade is made from alligators.”

As for mine, my mother said she would prefer to forget the whole episode. She called the man the “apex of mediocrity.” I was glad my father was gone, had never been “in the picture” as my mother put it, so we could be together in the way we were. Bringing in a third would’ve diluted our closed intimacy.

Only occasionally did I think it might be nice to have a father who’d put me center stage, in a leading role, take a special interest in me, maybe build me a pillow fort or teach me to ride an ATV. Other days, I thought one might be useful as someone whose presence could take the spotlight off me.

Whenever I wasn’t with my mother, I felt alone. I had never had a sense of belonging with children my age, kindergarteners feverish over a disputed yellow Magic Marker, second-graders consumed with tag, you’re it, and finally teenagers mooning over the drama of the day, usually boys. I was unmoved. I preferred the company of my mother.

However, against all odds, I had managed to secure myself a friend in Redding, back at the start of middle school. I had targeted Yesenia, a formidable personality like my mother, whom I knew how to hitch myself to. She cutely triangulated between her divorced parents, something I’d have been excellent at if only given the chance. Beneath the terrarium in her bedroom, lit by the hot bulbs, Yesenia and I bonded over our shared infatuation with Justin, a beautiful girl-boy with tall bones and pale eyes. Yesenia considered Justin the only acceptable crush. We could speak openly about him together, because he belonged to both of us. As an act of devotion to Yesenia, not Justin, I crouched in the library aisle one slow afternoon and, with a protractor and ruler, carefully cut his photo out of the previous year’s yearbook (my mother had not purchased a copy), presenting it to her on a card surrounded by sparkly sticker hearts and my own drugstore lipstick hearts. Yesenia placed it into her special slot, the plastic pocket at the front of her binder.

And one day, she and Justin kissed with tongue. “What was it like?” I asked, looking down at my Crocs, strewn with a jumble of charms. She said it was like he was eating her braces. Still, I was jealous as a snake, despite feeling suddenly reduced in stature to something like Yesenia’s little sister.

“The inside of his mouth tasted like shrimp,” she admitted.

I was thrilled when, one day, lying on our bellies in the light of her terrarium, the notoriously implacable Yesenia, who determined for us all what was beautiful, said that my mother fit the definition. Thinking we might use this to our advantage, I repeated this observation to my mother. She and I were sitting in the Diamante, toward the end of the long line of taillights of parents and children making their way out of the school parking lot. My mother went dark. She turned this information over in her mind—where thoughts clattered like stones in a reverse tumbler, sharpening the edges instead of smoothing them—for a few days before deciding that the girl’s comment had been an improper overstep, deeming it unsettling, potentially inappropriate, maybe borderline sexual, and scrutinizing the matter with the girl’s mother. For the next two years I remained at the school, longer than we’d ever stuck it out anywhere, Yesenia never spoke to me again, and her mother avoided mine.

We lived solidly outside of other people’s systems, of structure and belief. No routines. No carpools. No Spaghetti Sundays. We did not believe in Santa Claus. I came to see other mothers as deceptive enablers, committed to blinding their children with false beliefs that kept them dependent, and easier to control.

My mother loved to let me “play hooky,” disappointed if I turned down her offer of parent-sanctioned truancy because I had a test I’d prepared for or a class presentation I’d been looking forward to.

We stalled out on a trip to Loma Linda, owing first to a flat tire, then to a simple reluctance on our part to leave. I don’t believe either of us could have said why. Because my mother had provided written permission to Will Rogers School, my absence had been considered excused for the first two weeks. After that, the school began to intervene. It was September. Together, we phoned the front office. They could no longer accommodate my mother and me. I would be considered truant in three days, per California Education Code 48260.

At this point, I’d recently turned sixteen, and I had been what my mother called “homeschooled” for two years. “People get stuck, settled into lives they can’t get out of. They put on a mask and wear it through life.”

We wouldn’t. It was a relief not to pretend to be like other people. We simply weren’t. By we, I mean my mother—and I was lashed to her broomstick, with no exit slide. Whenever we had an atypical interaction with someone interesting, say a fossil salesman or a gas station attendant who doubled as a glassblower, she’d smile in triumph. “If that doesn’t tell you all you need to know about how the world works, I don’t know what will,” or “Now, you wouldn’t meet him in your average ninth-grade classroom, would you?”

Homeschool suited us better than the endless march of dull, gray school days. My mother piloted our dusty pearl, the Diamante. We liked rolling through sun-seared dustscapes to the tune of our favorite radio program, The Desert Oracle, which detailed local arcana and nearby UFO sightings. We liked rock formations and pioneer history and urban legends. We liked living on milkshakes in places that seemed suspended in time. We liked museums of regional oddities and stopping for coffee and pie or to feed out of our hands the goats that ambled in through the open door. We loved to fall right off the grid.

My mother picked up odd temp jobs as we toured. At the moment, she was working as a tanning bed receptionist. We didn’t have much of what my mother called “disposable income.” We lived off what my mother earned, with a boost on occasion from her old college friend Bonnie in Connecticut. She and Bonnie had met in the SUNY Binghamton dining hall ten years before I was born. Bonnie had been chummy, and my mother had been alone. Since then, Bonnie had often bailed us out financially for the months we were short. My mother called it “borrowing,” though it was unclear by what definition.

We loved thrift stores. We loved dollar stores. We loved big-box bargain stores. We loved pet shops. If there was nothing to buy, we didn’t like to go there. We never resisted. We’d never tried. My mother never felt we were disadvantaged. She felt we were lucky to have the money we did.

“Shouldn’t we pay Bonnie back before asking her for more?” I asked my mother once.

“She’s rich as Scrooge McDuck,” my mother assured me. But then, she often classified people with such broad generalizations, tending to slot them into categories along lines I was not sure were so distinct: repugnant or beautiful, good people or bad. But what did I know, maybe she was right—that if you weren’t poor, you were rich, at least by comparison.

My mother had obtained a degree in administrative assistance at SUNY Binghamton. She temped in medical offices, accepting intake forms. She hand modeled. She had no personal passion and did not look for one. She seemed to be waiting life out. How could I begrudge her moments of elation?

I wouldn’t touch my homeschool units for a week. In the evenings, we’d watch TV. And then, suddenly, feeling vasoconstricted, I’d open a fresh tab and binge my schoolwork, supplementing the curriculum with mad Google searches. I had read a lot of books halfway. My cell phone, a hand-me-down from our neighbor with a screen cracked down the middle, was indispensable.

I had an uneasy entanglement with social media. My mother cautioned me against posting photos. “Anything you put there stays there.” We were wary of anything that threatened to define us. I had no online self, only a blank, anonymous icon.

Did I want to be Sofia Coppola or Romy Mars? Until I decided, I would lurk, faceless, behind phantom accounts. For the first time, I wondered how the two were connected. Was it because I had never developed an online self that I now had no real self? Before the internet, how did people know who they were?

Most of what I knew, I had been fed by the apps. It was not my mother’s way to superintend my browsing. So I scrolled indiscriminately, picking up whatever I could. I was homeschooled, but I wasn’t a kid growing up in isolation in a darkened cell. I was proud of how I had managed to stitch together a patchwork of cultural awareness. I took pleasure in the knowledge that my algorithm was erratic, the despotic app unable to peg me. I took in gory horror-flick clips, sassy tutorials for lip liners I didn’t own, and precious baby penguins alike. I had seen a lot of TED Talks.

Still, I knew there were limits to what I could learn this way. The state mandated that I take a standardized assessment test at the end of the year. This concerned me. I worried not for me, but for my mother, on account of some unseen authority. “You won’t have any trouble picking up the basics,” she assured me, naive the way she could be.

I had the sense that math would be something I’d not be able to improvise. One day, in Chino Hills, I had her pull into a Barnes & Noble. While my mother browsed the magazines, I located the test books. I felt anxious approaching her holding the prep book for the annual California Achievement Test, knowing it was a betrayal of our shared attitude. I was someone who wanted to do my schoolwork. I was not devoted to the school of life. This would be just one more way I had been inauthentic, misrepresented myself. To my surprise, my mother thought the extra prep just the thing to do. “You’re self-motivated,” she said, “and that’s why this is going to work.”

My mother was given curriculum packets to grade, but they were a joke. She declared me a genius without bothering with the rubric. Sometimes I sabotaged assignments, scrambling the dates of the American Revolution by sixty years, just to test whether she was paying attention. She never was, and she was never ashamed of it, either. She’d always loved to cheat a system.

Being homeschooled meant we did whatever we wanted. Anytime we made a big mess, like the time we cooked meatballs in the short-stay motel kitchenette, or poured candle
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