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My Mother, The Angel




My father calls her The Angel. I am never sure how to live up to such a mother. She is almost six feet tall. The planes of her face are like carved ivory. The long neck and smooth eyelids and high cheekbones of Nefertiti’s famous bust. Strawberry hair cascading to her hips like Botticelli’s Venus. Pretty impossible to compete with when you are just under five feet with faded brown hair and the face of an elf.

My mother can make flowers bloom with the slightest touch of her hand. Her garden burgeons—irises glitter as if embedded with silver, roses turn colors no one can match. Rose breeders come to find out her secrets but she only smiles mysteriously. They try to analyze the clippings she gives them but it is useless—the magic ingredient is her touch. Her birds of paradise are almost as tall as she is, her ranunculus look like peonies, her fruit trees bear lemons that taste like oranges and oranges the size of grapefruits. She can grow star-gazer lilies whose pollen is as thick soft hot pink powdered as expensive blush, and abundant peonies that people say only bloom in cooler climates. No jasmine ever smelled so sweet, bathing the insides of my nostrils and mouth with its twinkling white-and-lavender fragrance. My mother wanders around the garden in the hills of Hollywood putting her ear to the cup of the petals or to the ground and, smiling mysteriously, proceeds to trim or water or fertilize each plant according to its own personal instructions. Sometimes I wake in the night and I swear I can hear the flowers in the garden singing my mother’s name through the open window.

These things prove that my mother is not of this world. Don’t they?

If there is any doubt, it would be quelled by contact with my mother’s healing powers. When my father or I have any kind of cold, headache or muscular pain, she touches us in such a way that the discomfort vanishes. A strange breath of rose and mint fills the room and then everything is better.


Unfortunately for me, my mother’s healing powers do not extend to transforming a plain girl into a girl so beautiful that it would not have surprised anyone to learn that this girl’s mother was a celestial being. She does not have potions to make one’s limbs long and one’s skin glow. She doesn’t believe in coloring your hair or wearing makeup. Why should she? Her eyes seem naturally kohl-lined. Her hair naturally hennaed. She is not particularly into fashion. She only needs a few gauzy dresses that she makes herself and some bare Grecian sandals that lace up her long amber legs. High-priced fashion would be a waste on her; it would be extraneous. Therefore, she rarely took me shopping when I was growing up. She told me I was beautiful without lip gloss or mascara. But, then, angels see beneath the surface of things.

How else is my mother like one?

“Her cooking!” my father says. “Her cooking is the cooking of a seraphim!”

She makes tamale pies, spinach lasagnas, Indian saffron curries, coconut and mint Thai noodles, grilled salmon tacos with mango salsa, persimmon bread puddings and lemon-raspberry pies, each one in minutes and without ever glancing at a recipe. She can never duplicate a dish twice since she doesn’t write anything down and is always too excited about what she will make next, so my father and I are sometimes left pining for a reenactment of the almond enchiladas or the garlic-tomato tart. But we always have something else to look forward to. And my mother’s food has almost narcotic effects—no matter how depressed or agitated we feel before dinner, we always relax afterwards into a dreamy stupor.

Also, my mother never gets angry. No matter what happens she always has a placid smile on her glowing Egyptian-artifact face. Sometimes I secretly wish that she would lose her temper and perhaps I even taunt her a little, to test her, but nothing works. My mother is unruffleable. She is like the da Vinci Madonna with a crescent moon hung on her mouth.

How wonderful, everyone thinks, to have a mother who is an angel, who never loses her temper, who can make birthday cakes even when it isn’t your birthday—cakes so delectable as to be almost hallucinogenic—a mother who can take away the itch of insect bites with a whisk of cool fingers over your skin. People envy me my mother. A few children, encouraged by their parents, tried to befriend me just so they could come over and get clippings from my mother’s garden and leftovers from her refrigerator. But no one realizes the difficulties of having an angel for a mother. It can make you feel rather insignificant, especially when boys ask you out just so they can catch a glimpse of her, waving good-bye, braless and in gauze, from the front porch. Especially when your father forgets to pick you up from school because he is out buying new lingerie for her again (even though she will forget to wear it) or when you ask him a question at dinner about your homework and he takes fifteen minutes to answer because he is gazing into the illuminated peony of her face.

My father found religion when he found my mother. He made the house a shrine, decorated with larger-than-life-size paintings and carvings of her. He lit candles and incense and sat and meditated every day. Unlike his mother, who died when he was eleven, my mother, who is years younger than he is, represents the nubile and healthy goddess who would never break his heart by leaving before he did. In this way she is eternal. She is his unprecedented blossom, his chocolate-cherry-swirl birthday cake, ultimately his angel.

I try to be grateful for my mother’s graces and the love between my parents. It is a much better situation than most of what I have seen around me. Perhaps if I looked a little like my mother it wouldn’t bother me at all. But as it is, I drift through her almost obscenely perennially lush garden, through her sacred kitchen, past the altar with the many images of her flickering in candlelight day and night, and wonder why just a little of the magic in the house could not settle on the bones and skin of my face or manifest through the tasks of my hands.

I am not angelic in the least. I smoke cigarettes and drink beer (my mother, after a brief stint with sugar in her youth, is utterly pure in terms of what she consumes). I can’t cook or garden. I scald soups and plants die under my care. I have been known to fly into rages, especially before my period and especially if The Angel happens to placidly remind me that it is before my period. Occasionally, and mostly under premenstrual duress, I have stolen things—underwear, nail polish and lip gloss. The only things I know how to do well are shoplift, kiss and dance. None are particularly saintly virtues. And when I say dance, I’m not talking about ballet. My dancing is wild and unruly. I failed miserably at ballet although my mother had, of course, been coveted by the New York City Ballet when she was a child but had decided that she could not leave her family at that time because they needed her cooking and gardening and healing skills more than she needed the fame and fortune of the dance.

But ever since I was a little girl I captured neighborhood boys and made them sit in the basement and watch me. I dressed up in silk scarves and stolen underwear and played songs whose beat I could feel deep between my legs. While I danced a strange thing occured. I would have visions of what had happened to the boys. I saw boys being beaten, boys being shamed, boys crying, boys beating so they wouldn’t cry. Sometimes the visions made me cry, too. When the dance was over I would kiss the boys. We rolled around the dusty musty basement floor in a tangle of sweat and music. I loved how they smelled and the taut smooth warmth of their bodies. They moaned with pleasure and whispered my name. Then they left and never came back. Although some of them would eye me with a mixture of longing and anxiety at school. My dancing would never have gotten me noticed by the New York City Ballet. But I did know how to move my hips, fondle my breasts, lick my lips, kick my legs, run my hands along my inner thighs, fall into the splits, writhe on the floor and remove wisps and slips of clothing while tears of passion slid down my face, so hot that it felt as if they were burning paths into my cheeks.

I wonder, is my mother angelic because she loves my father so much or does my father love my mother so much because she was always an angel? Was she born that way or was her angelic nature intensified by meeting him? Either way I’m not sure what that means as far as I am concerned, in terms of ever finding anyone who would love me as much as my father loves my mother, or whom I could love the way she loves him.

My mother told me once that I was a miracle. Doctors said my father couldn’t have children but my mother never gave up. And then she had me. Am I the miracle? Or is she?

When I was little, and still really just an appendage of my mother, my father expressed his love to me as if I really were one of her limbs. He carried me around like a good-luck charm, showing me off to the people who came to the gallery on La Cienega to buy his paintings.

“The little angel,” he called me.

If I cried my father was usually the first one to take me in his arms and comfort me. He felt like soft caramel-colored corduroy and smelled like the cigarettes everyone smoked at his art openings and in the teachers’ lounge, and like turpentine. He called me darling so frequently that I hardly knew I had another name and sometimes forgot when I had to answer to it at school. When I was big enough to hold a pencil he sat and drew with me. He put my drawings up all over the house, right beside his paintings. He even let me put paint on his canvases. He brought me with him to the art classes he taught at the university and gave me my own easel and paper and charcoal sticks. Then he gave me watercolors, acrylic paints and finally oils. I felt drunk on the smell of turpentine, the mystery of mixing colors on the palette. When I painted I felt proud and beautiful. I felt like my mother’s daughter.

My father painted me almost as much as he painted my mother then. He painted me as a baby nursing at her breast, sleeping on her belly, peeking out from her backpack. As I got older he painted me sketching or reading with her. When I looked at the paintings later, I did not recognize myself. I looked just like a tiny version of my mother, her third breast, her second head, her miniature twin. At first I thought that I had changed a lot growing up, but when I saw photographs of myself—a little pale and pointed face, eyes always worried, peeking out from behind my mother’s swirling gauzy body—I realized that this was not the case; my father was just painting me the way he wanted me to be.

As I grew older my father painted me less and less. By the time I had breasts I had disappeared from his canvases altogether. For a while I could come into his studio dressed in exotic getups and I would dance for him, trying to see who he was. All I saw were visions of my father falling in love with my mother. Sometimes I came bearing my latest painting of a wild Beauty with a body made of lurid open flowers, hoping to get his attention, but he ignored me and my work. He even painted a piece called “Family Portrait” which depicted my mother—in her flower garden.

 

Before that summer these were the worst of my problems—an angel mother, a distracted and sometimes neglectful father. Then everything changed. Just when I needed my mother’s powers most, they seemed to be failing. The doctors told my father he was dying.

My mother would not believe it. She began to cook.


She concocted potions full of odd Chinese roots. The burdock was long and black and hairy, the lotus roots were like pinwheels or flowers. The food of the immortals, my mother said. She soaked the seaweeds called wakame and kombu. She peeled the thin beige skins off gnarled hunks of ginger. She made brown rice and tofu and miso soup from a golden paste.

The house had to be assessed. My mother went around throwing out all the chemicals that might have toxic properties and putting crystals everywhere—in teacups and cereal bowls, in the bathtub, all over the windowsills and altars. First, she soaked the crystals in salt water in the sun to purify them. The house was a mess of rainbows. Rainbows poured across the walls. The crystals reminded me of tiny cities with cathedrals and towers. Sometimes I took the smaller ones and sucked on them like rock candy but they had a slightly bitter flavor. Then, guilty, I put them in a glass of salt water on the windowsill to make them pure again.

My mother bought books about healing and taught herself acupressure and massage. She bought a massage table and set it up in the bedroom. Delicate watery music spilled through the house. The rooms smelled of lavender and aloe and eucalyptus.

She wanted to heal him all by herself, with her roots and her hands and the songs I heard her singing to him at night, lullabies like the ones she once sang to me, filling up the house like rainbows from the crystals. But after a while my mother realized that it wasn’t going to be enough. She drove him to the hospital for the treatments even though I know she hated them. She just washed her hair so it shone and put on a fresh dress and drove him there and sat with him and tried to smile at the doctors, who were entranced and, she hoped, inspired, by her beauty, and then she brought him home to her soups and her songs and her flowers. She made him a silk beret to hide his naked head. She cooked up strange-smelling herbs and gave him the tea to drink.

While my mother did these things all I could manage to do was go to clubs, get drunk, smoke cigarettes and sleep. In the burning heat of that summer, even after the sun went down, it hardly cooled. I wore the night like one of the vintage dresses I collected from thrift stores—a purple silk with rhinestone star buttons. The crickets shrieked.

I went to a nightclub in a Greek restaurant on the east end of Melrose with plaster reproductions of classical statues standing around the dance floor. There was something creepy about the flat white spaces of their eyes, I thought. I bought a rum and Coke with my fake i.d. and drank it quickly (always thirsty) until my own eyes felt like Christmas lights. My dance partners were David and Venus de Milo. Although he was not the most captivating conversationalist or dynamic dancer, he was pleasing to look at. She was missing many body parts but also quite lovely. At least I could pretend I had companions.

I came home and went to bed realizing how long it had been since I had been touched by anyone. I sucked my arms to help myself fall asleep. The next day I had to hide
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