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IN the office bathroom, my image trembles back at me. Today marks my first-year anniversary at the installation division of a San Francisco phone company where I spend my days, when Im not answering the phones, copying oversize cable installation maps. Every morning, I brace myself for the white-hot flash, flash, flash of the giant copy machine. Under the fluorescent yellow of the bathroom lights, my face has the glow of a freshly made-up corpse. The bathroom smells like a re-creation of a pine forest. Youll look back on this someday and laugh and laugh and laugh, I say to myself in the mirror. I fake laughter. But, today, my hair pulled away from my face with a motley collection of barrettes and bobby pins, I have a grim realization. I am officially in my thirties, and I have never had a grown-up hairdo.


I began at the phone company as a temp, then floated as a floater into a permanent position, under the catchall title of administrative assistant. My hair never made the leap. Always in some transitional stage, aspiring to be longer or shorter, it is perpetually on the verge of an actual hairstyle.


What if I become the female version of those men who are constantly experimenting with facial hairone day a mustache, another day a five oclock shadow, sometimes sideburns, occasionally a goatee? People, in describing me, will refer to me as that woman with thewell, she had hair practically shaved to the scalp but now it seems to be growing out. You know, that girl, the one who is always experimenting with her hair. Isnt she getting a little old for that? I reclip a chunk of loose hair with a pink barrette I found last night, abandoned in a bar bathroom where Id gone to seek refuge from my date, a man who went on at length about spiritual athleticism. This morning, my hair stuck in permanent adolescence, Ive lost the ability to deny lifes weight.


Until today, my life had been a source of amusement. Bad dates and worse jobs were fodder for future stories told to my future husband and a close-knit circle of future friends in the comfort of my future home. Id always harbored hope for better things, operating on the guarantee theory: Eventually you find yourself in that home, with that husband, with some small children who need youat the very least to reach things for themwith a job that makes you occasionally happy, with some money to buy your kids the things they need you to reach. But today my quivering reflection says to me: It is conceivable that you will work at the phone company and go home to Jell-O for the rest of your life.


Jell-O? My reflection nods.


I walk out into the empty office, all brown wall-to-wall nubbly carpet and the sharp edges of file cabinets stuffed with papers saved for an unspecified emergency. Flying toasters and bubbling fish screen savers are the only evidence of life. It is still early and I am the first one here. Its my day to prepare the coffee on the office chore wheelmy bosss idea of office community.


I have no other option. I unbutton my white work blouse and let it slide to the floor. I unhook my bra, tossing it onto Louises desk where it lands in her inbox. I kick one flat off at a time, sending them clanging into the warped metal of Simons desk. I step out of my sexless work skirt, roll off my nylons, climb on top of the copy machine, and go to work. I make a copy of my breasts and my torso. Ive just finished my pelvis and the front of my thighs and flipped myself over when my supervisor, a fidgety man who sports a pencil-thin mustache, finds me on my back, pulling the top of the copy machine over me like a coffin lid.


In this sort of situation, he says after clearing his throat, as if he were reading from the chapter in an office rules and regulations manual entitled this sort of situation, I wont be asking any questions. Im afraid I have no choice but to let you go. He rocks back and forth on his heels. He nibbles on his pen.


But I want him to ask me questions. I want to explain that I am creating a life-size version of myself to stand in for me while I figure out how I ended up at this dead-end job, in this dead-end life, alone and without a plan. Instead, I laugh. Last-ditch, end-of-your-rope, completely inappropriate, hysterical laughter.


I mean, come on, I say, when I can talk again. This is just a little bit funny, right? Me, naked, on top of the copy machine? For a second, it seems as though this is the kind of ridiculous scene that could bridge the chasm between two people with no hope of connecting otherwise. I feel deep, and on a rolldeeply rolling, rolling deeply. I am a nine-to-five philosopher. I mean, the copy machine.


He cant even look me in the eye, though hes made looking me in the eye the main point whenever he asks me to answer the phones more politely or to call the copy machine repairman.


Put your clothes back on and climb down from there, he says, blinking hard at the bubbling fish on a nearby computer screen. He turns and walks into the break room. I am wrestling with my nylons when I hear a loud Christ on a crutch! He stomps back in, his tiny mustache twitching. You didnt even make the freaking coffee? He breathes deeply in an effort to contain his rage. Get out. Just get out.





WHEN the electricity and the phone were turned off in my apartment, my work friendsLouise and her husband, Simonoffered me the foldout couch in their living room. They were very understanding. They would have killed me with their kindness.


That flash, flash, flash couldnt be good for anyone, Louise said. Simon stood behind her, flashing his hands, a visual aid. They are one of those couples who complement each other; one is crucial for the other to make sense in conversation with the outside world. Living by candlelight was more romantic, I convinced myself, and who needed a phonethat pesky mode of communication? My days of waiting for the phone to ring were over.



It wasnt clear how long Louise and Simon would be in San Francisco anyway. They called themselves freelance telemarketers, working long enough at one company to save money to travel. Once their funds ran out, they moved on to another set of phones, another Im sorry to interrupt your breakfast, lunch, dinner, life speech. Instead, when my landlord finally evicted me because his new tenant was willing to pay double what I hadnt paid in three months, I came home to live with my mother.





HONEY, darling, sweetie, pooch, my mother calls from downstairs, a month later. Sweetie, darling, honey, pooch. Her voice does not waver as she bends to pick somebodys discarded sweater up off the floor, spot-cleaning the house though shes meeting her date at a restaurant. The only time she cleans is in the last few minutes before she goes out. Just before she leaves, she gets fidgety and suddenly shes polishing or sweeping. We live in a house of half-polished tables and half-swept rooms.


Honey, sweetie, darling. Shes forgotten why shes saying these words, forgotten that she wants my attention. She is thinking of the evening ahead of her, whether to wear her hair up or down.


Yes, dear? I call down from my old bedroom strewn with objects I used to love. My mother has always said there is a specific satisfaction to bottoming out but you have to wait years. Youre happily married, have a fulfilling job. You have the haircut that you will have the rest of your life. Youre finally happy with your body. Then, suddenly, one day, you remember the shit fondly.



Nostalgie de la boue. Its my mothers favorite phrase. It was her mantra years ago as she walked the edges of my room like a detective solving a mystery, when I was a dreamy little girl lolling on my frilly bed and dreaming of what it must be like to be herto know how to put my hair up in a bun with only two pencils, to feel the bone of my cheek make someone want to look closer.


Nostalgia for the shit that your life once was, my mother would say, her voice slow to savor the line we both knew by heart while her reflection floated in the night framed by the window. Id watch car headlights go by the end of our cul-de-sac like possibilities in the suburban night, past the shops down the street with their EVERYTHING MUST GO signs dated weeks before. The street was constantly shedding its skin in order to be born againwhat was once an ice cream parlor became a yogurt hut, the old stationery store became a papeterie, and the vacant warehouse became somebody elses vacant warehouse. My stomach dropped deliciously at the dramatic beat of silence just before my mother began to tell her stories.


Im going out, she calls up now, as if to say this is how you do it. I imagine her looking at herself in the mirror in the front hall, smoothing an eyebrow. These days, she goes out almost every night after she gets home from her job as the senior administrative assistant of the obstetrics division of the local hospital. She meets men through the classifieds. The report after a recent date: Well call him George. Hes a horticulturalist who is developing a line of plants that need no care. A garden that does itself. We danced to the car radio in the A&P parking lot where we went to get beers. She never went out with George again and the A&P parking lot is heavily patroled by policemen looking for teenagers like her. Facts dont play much of a role in my mothers postdate assessments. Ive learned these things since I came back home, here at the age of thirty-three.


You know, she calls up now. Thirty-threes as old as Jesus ever got. This is something that classified-ad, former Sunday school teacher turned soccer coach (Kick that ball up to God!), Tuesday-night Ted, allegedly said to my mother when he asked my age.


Yes, I call down. How funny it was the first time you told me that. I stay in my room. Our conversations are often better when we are in different rooms, on different floors.


I think Jesus probably got out of the house more than you do.


And look where it got him.


Whatever, my mother stage-mumbles. She turns on the vacuum.





YOU can recoup, my mother said when she invited me home to Illinois for the summer upon hearing the news of my life, as if living without love or money were an illness.


Honey, sweetie, pooch, she said, her words like outstretched arms.


This is your fault. You should have told me to live my own life. San Francisco was your town. How could it be mine? But my heart just wasnt in this analysis. Neither of us was buying it.


At least you tried, little soldier, my mother replied, countering hostility with cute talk. She was pleased that Id referred to San Francisco as her town.



I protested, though I knew what I had to do.


The first week home, I spent nights accidentally on the couch, falling asleep during the late moviea sane woman locked away in a mental institution, all spinning scenery and tough talk, or gangsters speaking in a staccato dialogue that matched the background noise of constant machine-gun fire. When I woke up, a blanket would be draped over me and a box of tissues placed strategically near my head. Id remember my mothers hand on my shoulder in the middle of the night, the way it worked its way into my dreams and became the soft touch of one of my failed love experiments in San Francisco. At the start, my mother was willing to treat my malaise as a physical problem, one that required waking up only long enough to eat whole pints of ice cream. She bought me a pack of cigarettes though Id quit years ago. Smoke, honey, she said. Smoke if you feel anxious.


A month later, her patience has run out. She turns off the vacuum and stomps her feet to hurry me downstairs. I come down in the sweat suit that I put on and stay in after I get home from this weeks temp job at a graphic design firm. They are sponsoring a benefit ball for cancer so Ive tried to use this to help me feel more involved. My job has been to hand-write the names of the guests on one thousand invitations. The firm learned from Temporama, my temp agency, that I know a little calligraphy and they thought it would be charming for a graphic design firm to have handwritten invitations. That sometimes the pen gets away from me was all right with them. It was that much more of a personal touch; it lent character. For the past three days, Ive sat at a desk in the middle of the officeeach invitation balanced on a clutter of papersand carefully carved out a name.


My mothers flowery, chemical drugstore perfume washes over me as I step into the front hall. It makes me dizzy. I need another nap though my life is a cycle of naps and recovering from naps.


Where are you meeting him? I ask.


Well-lighted, busy, dont worry, my mother says, putting on very red lipstick. Her powder clings to the soft hair on her cheeks. She has gotten her second wind of beauty, here, twenty-five years after my father left her. She has a deep relationship with a hairdresser named RalphRalph is his entire nameand together they have arrived at a short gray-free hairdo that suits her dark almond-shaped eyes, a feature she highlights in her personal ad.


I step out onto the front porch with her, into a neighborhood filled with houses exactly like this one, only sometimes they are backward on the inside. Across the street, Raymond stands in his kitchen window, pausing as he does the dishes to watch us.


Poor, sweet guy, my mother says as she smiles at Raymond, wiggling fingers in his direction. She says it in her dog-and-cat voice: silly, silly curious little creature. Raymond looks down quickly, scrubbing a dish with sudden intensity.


Ill call if its late, my mother says, heading for her car. Her slip shows a little but these days its charming. Ta ta, she says. Ill shake my hips and hope for the best. She slaps herself on the ass. Once shes in the car, she pokes her head out the window. Just kidding? she offers.



Im as old as Jesus ever got, I say. I can handle the fact that my mother has a libido.


I turn toward the front door with my hands on my hips, doing my best impression for my mother of a grown woman who can handle the fact that her mother has a libido. After my mothers long gone, I linger in the doorway, offering Raymond my profile.
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IN the living room, I settle in for the night in front of the TV with a glass of wine and near-stale potato chips I find forgotten in the back of the kitchen pantry by the briquettes. A sitcom married couple decide whether its the right time in their lives to have a child. What they are learning, between commercials, is that there is no right time. You just have to take the plunge, the womans childless best friend assures her. The plunge? the woman says suggestively to studio audience laughter.


Then I was married with a child, was how my mothers stories ended, in the days of wandering my childhood room. The way that she said child instead of my name made me feel more included, as if I were someone she met on a train, a stranger to whom she could more easily tell her whole life. She had a whole repertoiretales of regret (I could have been a singer. People used to pay to hear me sing.), missed opportunity (I know theres a painter inside me somewhere.), the one that got away (My college boyfriend was an artist of sorts. He moved to Paris, where he lives on the Ile St-Louis and sees Grace Jones buying croissants at the bakery where he gets his baguettes in the morning.)but only one that she returned to again and again.


She first told me about Henry when I was eight. My father had left us the week before and her voice filled the empty rooms like music.


Pay attention, she said. I am telling you this now because this is an important story. Henry was that thing that happens early on in life, that thing that becomes the root of everything else you do. Her eyes were wet with tears I had seen only on rare occasions, shining in the dark when she took me to see sad movies.


I sat up, hungry for a secret that would alleviate the dull grind in my gut that accompanied my fathers sudden departure, something my mother treated as a routine occurrence. What happened to you today? I woke up, had some breakfast, read the paper, my husband left me, went to work, came home, watched TV, went to bed. She never talked about my father after he was gone.


She met Henry when she was twenty, in a caf where she waitressed in San Francisco.


You lived in San Francisco? I asked. A citizen of Standardsville all my young life, I was in awe.


Briefly, she said. I ran away from home and secretarial school. She waved her hand dismissively as though I were a fan hounding her for an autograph. Your father doesnt even know. Was my father ever worthy of this wonderfully haughty, beautiful woman?


Henry slid cigarettes out of my mothers pack without asking as she sat at a table taking a break. You cant imagine how they worked us there, she said. But I imagined it allher feet throbbing though shed bought comfortable sneakers especially for waitressing, the ache in her lower back from too much standing, the smell of coffee deep in her pores.


Henry didnt say anything at first. He just smoked with his steady, yellow-tipped fingers. He was handsome but had a crooked face close up. He told her he had other girlfriends, that she shouldnt be so old-fashioned as to expect to be the only one. I didnt realize I wanted to be your girlfriend, my mother said she told him, hiding her trembling hands underneath the table. He was full of himself, a guy with an attitude, but one so obvious she was charmed. My mother paused then to give me the weathered look of a smoker, though the only cigarettes Id ever seen her smoke werent lit.


He sounds like a jerk, I said the first time she told the story, tired of the mean boys at school.


He pretended to be a jerk, my mother said, correcting me.


Henry drew a picture on a napkin for my mothera stick-figure version of her lying in a stick-figure bed.


What is the last thing you thought of before you went to sleep last night? he asked, handing the napkin to her.


I thought about meeting you, she told him, because she had thought of meeting someone like him.


My mother left my room abruptly. A master of leaving her audience wanting more, she was through for the night. She left me trembling with the hope that when I grew up I would be a completely different person than I was as a child. My hair would be thicker; my skin wouldnt be so pale. Id be beautiful and tall, and Id think thoughts that had never occurred to me before. As I fell asleep, I imagined my future, telling stories of the way I was years beforedrinking and kissing and smoking for hours. Propelled by these adventures through grown-up cocktail parties, I would pause only to brush some invisible thing off my impossibly long leg as men and women watched with fascination, their minds eagerly filling in the details of the life of cloudy despair that Id recovered from.


The first time through, my mother told the story of Henry every night for fourteen nights, an installment for every day of their relationship. The second day, he returned to the caf to offer her a bit of plaster from the place on his ceiling where he stared while thinking of her before falling asleep. The third day, they promised that they would always think of each other right before they fell asleep, and on the fourth, they spent the night together. They stayed up all night because they would miss each other too much if they fell asleep. On the fifth day, he told her he loved her. Eight days in a row, he told her he loved her, and my mother said she loved him back.


I loved him more than my parents, she said. More than myself. I loved him so much I thought I would die from this love. But whether I loved him or not was not the point. I was wide open. Thats what was important. With Henry, I was skinless. Tingling with sensation. Exposed to the elements.


I couldnt wait to feel something that painful. Every night, I pleaded for her to tell me more but she refused, pulling the door shut behind her. Remember, she would whisper, this is our secret.


She didnt need to say more. My father was gone. He had stopped listening long before he left anyway. He would ask me how school was on his way to some other part of the house. He and my mother slid past each other without speaking when they met accidentally on the stairs. My fathers arm was leaden when he rubbed my mothers shoulder for my benefit as she stood at the sink doing dishes while I leaned over homework and dinner crumbs at the table. When he was at home, he squandered most of his nights in remote and empty rooms. The rest of the time he spent in bed. Some nights, he and my mother whispered all night, their words indiscernible. Their muted, thudding tones were like heavy rocks dropped over and over onto a dirt path. The week before he left, he stopped joining my mother and me for dinner, and I brought him dinner on a tray. He would stroke my hair and say my name as though I were someone long dead.


On the fourteenth night, my mother came in to my room holding something behind her back. Henry died was all she said, laying the napkin on the foot of my bed. There it was: Henrys faded napkin drawing. My stick-figure mother in her stick-figure bed, dreaming the dream of him. I traced the napkin drawing until all I could see was a blur of black against white.


She returned night after nightuntil teenage hormones made it impossible for me to sit still for that longto tell stories about Henry. He was a lesson in the fleeting nature of innocence, lurking behind everything my mother said or did.


Henry died one of those horrifyingly random, ridiculous deaths. His coat caught in the back door of a bus just as he and my mother stepped off. Henry had paused on the stairs to fish for something in his pocket. To this day, my mother swears it was an engagement ring.



My mother watched the bus drag the life out of Henry. The bus driver was unaware until Henry slid, slow motion, underneath and, by the time the driver felt the bump and slam of Henrys body against the bottom of the bus, it was too late.


Henry died, my mother said again and again, for no reason. Death popped out of nowhere, a mocking jack-in-the-box, demanding my attention. It laughed in my face. Death forced me to be its audience. And after that, nothing would ever be the same. After Henry died, my mother returned to Standardsville to live with her mother and re-enroll in secretarial school, but she was an entirely different person.


I understood that people could be taken away, she said. And I understood nothing. She would snap her fingers. Like that. The illusion that all was right with the world was just thatan illusion. The ground could give way beneath you at any moment. I could never unlearn that.


I dont need TV Guide anymore to tell me whats on each night. Anyway, its filled with ads for the cable my mother refuses to order (I dont want to be out on a horrible date knowing there was something good on television. I like to experience a bad date as better than any of my other options and if I had cable, forget it.). Most nights I lose myself in the endless loop of half-hour shows. During commercials, I turn down the sound to hear the cars whoosh by, stealthily guarding the secrets to life. I want to eventually limit myself to the shows I really like, the ones I think I can learn something from: a mother who comes to realize her daughter is envious and protective rather than just plain mean, friends who realize that they are better friends than lovers. My goal is to watch only the shows I can apply to my life.



On the coffee table, theres an old photo album that my mother brought down from where it was folded in towels in the linen closet by the bathroom. She brought it down so that I could look at pictures of myself as a baby, pictures of me learning to walk, climbing up on the toilet, mouthing mashed carrots from a spoon. She wants to show me these pictures because they are evidence that I have accomplished something and that, quite possibly, I will accomplish something again. What interests me more are the pictures of my mother. She is slimmer and wears sleeveless dresses that end above her knees. In one picture, she looks coyly out from under her wedding veil while her mother stands in the background, feigning irritation.


The picture that I always return to is the picture of my mother in a jaunty hat. She sits on a park bench with pigeons at her feet. Her head is turned and the profile of the long slope of her nose, a gentle root erupting, is the center of the picture. She looks sure of herself. Henry took this picture, which my mother keeps in her underwear drawer.


He snapped it when I wasnt looking, my mother used to say shyly. I didnt even know he had a camera. But in the picture, she is a young woman waiting for someone to capture her beauty. A year ago, when I had first moved to San Francisco, I asked her to send me the picture Henry took because I wanted to see if it was taken in a park near my apartment. She refused.


Its your city now, she said. Im through with it. Im moving on. Henry was a lesson Ive learned. Past tense. End of discussion. Shed gone to Ralph for the first time and gotten rid of her gray. After almost twenty-five years of living on her own, she was starting to talk about the possibility of dating. In the picture, I am an idea she will have one year later.


There is a rustling on the front porch, the sound of denim pant leg swiping denim pant leg, and Raymond from across the street appears in the doorway, timid as if he hasnt been a regular guest since Ive been home, whenever my mother is not here.


Whats on TV tonight? Raymond asks. He told me that he doesnt have a television but when I was locked out the other day and went over to use his phone, I saw the inside of his housethe mirror image of ourswith the stairway to the left instead of to the right. Raymonds house doesnt have very much furniture, but it does have a television. It remained on and unwatchedblasting images of lifeguards running on a beach aimlessly and in slow motion at an empty wallwhile I called my mother at work.


Come in and see for yourself, I say.


Ive grown accustomed to Raymonds companionshipthe smell of his Bay Rum, his broad hand placed solidly on the arm of the couch. One night after my mother had left on a date, Raymond didnt appear as quickly as he usually does and I panicked. It was like an essential piece of furniture had been removed from the living room. I couldnt sit down. I wandered around the house, peering through windows to see if I could catch a glimpse of him across the street. I was on the verge of calling the police, having convinced myself that Raymond was dead in his house, all alone, when I heard the familiar shuffle on the front porch and suddenly, the evening was right again.


Raymonds claim to fame is that, in his twenties, he won a contest to be a guest on The Honeymooners. It was an episode in which the Grand Exalted Leader of the Raccoon Lodge is coming to town and one member is to be chosen as his escort. Ralph desperately wants this coveted role, but it is Raymonds character, a fellow lodge member, who is given the opportunity instead.


It was a big moment for me, Raymond told me the other night as we watched a late-night Honeymooners marathon. The biggest.


I escorted the hell out of the Grand Exalted Leader, he said.


Did you meet Jackie Gleason? I asked.


I spoke with Mr. Gleason briefly. And he told me: Opportunity comes where you can find it. And sometimes you find it on TV.


My mother told me that a year ago, when Raymond first moved into the house across the street, she invited him to dinner. She laughed about how timid Raymond was with an unattended woman. He left a small bite of each thingcarrots, mashed potatoes, chickenon his plate at the end of the meal, an offering, and he didnt say a word. I must have scared him, my mother explained with pride. Now, when Raymond and my mother pass on the sidewalk or see each other from across the street, Raymond looks down, nodding his head quickly in restrained acknowledgment of what she will never offer him.


There were nights in San Francisco when I would come home from work with fingers stained red with ink from trying to reset the date on the phone companys date stamp. The third blind date of the week would pretend he was a vampire and the ink was blood, sucking my fingers until I wished it was real blood that he was taking. Raymond was kind from the moment I met him, asking nothing of me. From the beginning, Raymond and I have been comfortable with each others lethargy.


The first time we met, I was watching TV on a night that my mother was out on a date. He knocked on the door and when I opened it, he shrugged, though he was the one asking the question. Would you mind if I watched with you? Its been a ritual ever since.


My mother and I dont know much about Raymond except what we see as the people who live across the street from him: He doesnt work and rarely leaves his house; he washes the same set of dishes every night (this detail we guess), holding them up to the light in his window to make sure they are clean; and he checks his mail three times a day, although the postman only comes onceat three in the afternoon. My mother often wonders aloud if he is waiting for a winning sweepstakes or a letter from someone who has never written him before because he never seems to get any mail or send any letters himself. Some days when we see him heading down his grassy slope to his mailbox with an American flag indicator, my mother will say in a dramatic drumroll sort of voice, Could it be the winning sweepstakes? She has that kind of energy.


That first night, we fell into the trance of the sleepy TV rhythm. We sat in the comfortable silence of longtime friends until, at the end of the first show, Raymond turned to me and asked, Why are you here?


I told him the whole storyhow Id left Standardsville to go to college a few hours away, how after I graduated I sunk  therefor ten yearsin the spongy turf of a steady boyfriend and a steady job doing research on Benedictine monks for one of my old professors until I couldnt take it anymore. It was an all-or-nothing moment. There had to be something else, something more. So I left my very nice boyfriend, quit my interesting job, and headed west to the city I had heard about all of my life: San Francisco.


Did you find something more? Raymond asked patiently.


Yes and no, I said. I slid my shoes off, moved the photo album out of the way, and put my feet up on the coffee table.


No more than yes? Raymond shrugged for the second time that night, a shrug Id later recognize as his signature gesture.


Yes, I said and started to cry in front of this man Id just met. In San Francisco, Id sit by my open window alone late at night, listening to the sounds of people laughing and drinking in the bar down the street. Id pretend they were talking about me, and my name would drift down the street to me: Isabelle, Isabelle, Isabelle.


Raymond nodded, not in the least embarrassed by my tears. He crossed his legs, put his arm across the back of the couch, and continued to nod until I finished crying. He wasnt going anywhere.


Tonight Raymond takes a seat at his end of the couch and I return to my old place near the other end. Raymond has become bolder over the course of the last month. Now as we watch TV, he interjects comments like What jackassery! or That persons a boatload of trouble. Flickering images of men and women solving their problems swiftly and efficiently fill our eyes until, after the first family plot in which a wayward daughter does right, Raymond speaks about my mother.



I was thinking about telling your mother about the boy who comes to do my yard, he says. I was thinking that she might want him to do your yard too. The boy has a nice touch. From the table, he picks up the photo album, flipping to the picture of my mother looking out from behind her bridal veil. He holds the album up to catch the light as though this glimpse into somebody elses past will carry him through next week. Thats a pretty picture, he says, crunching ice, and then we watch family plot after family plot (That young man should learn to think with his heart, not with his pants, Raymond says. He should never have turned his back on his family.) until the ten oclock news.


Hows your grandmother? Raymond asks, a little of his drink spilling over the side of the glass as he raises it to his lips. Raymond doesnt know my grandmother, but he asks the question as if he is a friend of the family. It seems out of the blue, but he is looking at a picture of me, my mother, and my grandmother, standing in that order, in front of a ride at the local fair. The ride is called the Twister and its made out of two baskets that twirl around like eggbeaters. A girl in my junior high once threw up while the ride was going full speed. In the picture, the three of us are pretending to be dragged toward the stairs to the Twister by some invisible force. My grandmother has placed her Panama hat on the ground several feet away, as if the invisible force has blown it off and it landed there. My mother and I have our hands above our heads to demonstrate our horror, eyes bugged, and behind us all, the Twister is a mere yellow blur, people strapped to the sides of the baskets, trying to resist its pull and twist.


Shes been dead for years, I say, remembering the way my mother wore a clouded face that uttered only apologies when her mother died. I was in my teens and my mother was constantly sorrysorry dinner was late, sorry her husband was gone, sorry for always being sorry, especially sorry that her mother died thinking my mother was a failure. My grandmother was unhappy with my mother in the end for losing her husband. She was upset that there was so long a pause in my mothers life after my father left, fearing that if she took too deep a breath, my mother might have passed out.


Hmm, Raymond grunts thoughtfully and shrugs. He doesnt particularly regret the question. When the news is over, he rises abruptly without saying good-bye as he always does. He puts his glass down on the table, next to the coaster, then stands in the living room for a minute, looking down at the picture of me, my mother, and my grandmother.


The Twister? he asks. He points at the yellow blur, though he is looking at my mother. You all look alike, he says, running his finger along the row of us.


I slide down the couch to look and see what Ive seen before, but never through Raymonds laser gaze. Its true, we do. We are variations on a theme: the same thin hair and almond-shaped eyes, the same exaggerated pose, the same look of mock astonishment. Ive studied these pictures since Ive been home, but the way Raymond searches my mothers image for the source of her magic makes me look again.


The boy who does my lawn is really good, Raymond says.


I want to offer Raymond something for his companionship. My mother had such a lovely time the night you had dinner together, I say.


The lie is a gift to both of us. Its as if Ive thrown a sandbag from my grounded balloonI hover ever so slightly above the floor. Ive never used the word lovely before. It even seems a little bit true, something my mother should have said, even though she makes a point of avoiding Raymond as much as he makes a point of avoiding her. She was charmed. She talks about it still.


Charmed? Raymond says, flustered. He is out the door and into the night filled with the hum of telephone wires. I watch him skitter across the street, pausing only to peer into the dark cave of his mailbox. He reaches deep inside, up to his elbow. Nothing yet again, and he trots into his backward house empty-handed. I imagine the sound of his shoes landing on the linoleum as he kicks them off, sits down on his couch, and flicks on his TV. He stares into the TV but thinks about the angle of my mothers elbow as she raised her fork to her lips that night.


I take a glass of wine upstairs and drink it in bed with the lights off, scanning my closet for tomorrows temp outfit, one that suggests a richer, sleeker, more effective me. Then I remember Ive forgotten to put away the picture Henry took of my mother in San Francisco, so I stumble downstairs again. The photo album is still open to the Twister picture and I realize that I have always thought of my mother, my grandmother, and myself being dragged toward the Twister as somehow real; the fact that the picture has brought a reality to the pose when the pose was just something that my father shouted from behind the camera makes me suspect that, deep down, all desire is fake.


I return the San Francisco picture to my mothers underwear drawer and take the Twister picture to my room where I tear it into tiny pieces. I throw the scraps out my bedroom window to flutter, pieces of our faces pushing through
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