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All the way to California, at high points of bad temper, Ann’s mother Adele would stop the car, open the door, eject her twelve year old on to the desolate highway and drive off. They were both so relieved when she turned round and came back, mother and daughter would head for the nearest Howard Johnson’s to devour ice-cream. They were on their way west from Bay City, Wisconsin, so that Ann could be a child star while she was still a child. When they got along, Ann felt that she and her mother were just alike – enjoying their food and their diets, their dreams and their self-improvements. But how could someone you loved drive you so crazy? Or could that be why you loved them? How would she survive six more years of growing up at this rate?

Both were worried about money, even though they were using Ted’s credit card for gas and motels. This abandoned second husband never did feature in Adele’s California scheme. ‘That’s one thing about us, Ann,’ she would say. ‘We have taste. We can go anywhere and they’d think, Hey what a great-looking mother and daughter. And that’s class.’ Adele liked to explain what was class – and how to act in case someone was watching.

At least they didn’t have to be ashamed of the next white car, or their meticulous grooming. They could walk tall into the Bel Air Hotel and then get Ann into Beverly Hills High so she could be somebody. Never mind if they never had furniture and fed on fast foods at all hours, they could turn heads when they made the right effort. Adele always bought good clothes. ‘How else am I going to get you a new daddy?’ No one could say Adele didn’t try. When her mother’s campaigns became too hare-brained or the maternal blackmail too dear, Ann would make reverse charge calls to the beloved dead-end house in Bay City where her grandmother could reassure her that Adele had made as baffling a daughter as she did a mother.

Mona Simpson has an astonishing ear for the nuance of emotional politics. She perceives the pain in gratitude and the power of the exasperating to command love. Hers is an irresistible voice conveying a universal message, and as Adele would put it, ‘That’s class.’


FOR JOANNE,
OUR MOTHER,
AND
MY BROTHER STEVE
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There are three wants which can never be satisfied; that of the rich wanting more, that of the sick, wanting something different, and that of the traveler, who says, “anywhere but here.”

– Ralph Waldo Emerson


Ann


1

Anywhere

We fought. When my mother and I crossed state lines in the stolen car, I’d sit against the window and wouldn’t talk. I wouldn’t even look at her. The fights came when I thought she broke a promise. She said there’d be an Indian reservation. She said that we’d see buffalo in Texas. My mother said a lot of things. We were driving from Bay City, Wisconsin, to California, so I could be a child star while I was still a child.

“Talk to me,” my mother would say. “If you’re upset, tell me.”

But I wouldn’t. I knew how to make her suffer. I was mad. I was mad about a lot of things. Places she said would be there, weren’t. We were running away from family. We’d left home.

Then my mother would pull to the side of the road and reach over and open my door.

“Get out, then,” she’d say, pushing me.

I got out. It was always a shock the first minute because nothing outside was bad. The fields were bright. It never happened on a bad day. The western sky went on forever, there were a few clouds. A warm breeze came up and tangled around my legs. The road was dull as a nickel. I stood there at first amazed that there was nothing horrible in the landscape.

But then the wheels of the familiar white Continental turned, a spit of gravel hit my shoes and my mother’s car drove away. When it was nothing but a dot in the distance, I started to cry.

I lost time then; I don’t know if it was minutes or if it was more. There was nothing to think because there was nothing to do. First, I saw small things. The blades of grass. Their rough side, their smooth, waxy side. Brown grasshoppers. A dazzle of California poppies.

I’d look at everything around me. In yellow fields, the tops of weeds bent under visible waves of wind. There was a high steady note of insects screaking. A rich odor of hay mixed with the heady smell of gasoline. Two or three times, a car rumbled by, shaking the ground. Dry weeds by the side of the road seemed almost transparent in the even sun.

I tried hard but I couldn’t learn anything. The scenery all went strange, like a picture on a high billboard. The fields, the clouds, the sky; none of it helped because it had nothing to do with me.

My mother must have watched in her rearview mirror. My arms crossed over my chest, I would have looked smaller and more solid in the distance. That was what she couldn’t stand, my stubbornness. She’d had a stubborn husband. She wasn’t going to have a stubborn child. But when she couldn’t see me anymore, she gave up and turned around and she’d gasp with relief when I was in front of her again, standing open-handed by the side of the road, nothing more than a child, her child.

And by the time I saw her car coming back, I’d be covered with a net of tears, my nose running. I stood there with my hands hanging at my sides, not even trying to wipe my face.

My mother would slow down and open my door and I’d run in, looking back once in a quick good-bye to the fields, which turned ordinary and pretty again. And when I slid into the car, I was different. I put my feet up on the dashboard and tapped the round tips of my sneakers together. I wore boys’ sneakers she thought I was too old for. But now my mother was nice because she knew I would talk to her.

“Are you hungry?” was the first thing she’d say.

“A little.”

“I am,” she’d say. “I feel like an ice cream cone. Keep your eyes open for a Howard Johnson’s.”

We always read the magazines, so we knew where we wanted to go. My mother had read about Scottsdale and Albuquerque and Bel Air. But for miles, there was absolutely nothing. It seemed we didn’t have anything and even air that came in the windows when we were driving fast felt hot.

We had taken Ted’s Mobil credit card and we used it whenever we could. We scouted for Mobil stations and filled up the tank when we found one, also charging Cokes on the bill. We dug to our elbows in the ice chests, bringing the cold pop bottles up like a catch. There was one chain of motels that accepted Mobil cards. Most nights we stayed in those, sometimes driving three or four hours longer to find one, or stopping early if one was there. They were called Travel Lodges and their signs each outlined a bear in a nightcap, sleepwalking. They were dull motels, lonely, and they were pretty cheap, which bothered my mother because she would have liked to charge high bills to Ted. I think she enjoyed signing Mrs. Ted Diamond. We passed Best Westerns with hotel swimming pools and restaurants with country singers and we both wished and wished Ted had a different card.

Travel Lodges were the kind of motels that were set a little off the highway in a field. They tended to be one or at the most two stories, with cement squares outside your room door for old empty metal chairs. At one end there would be a lit coffee shop and a couple of semis parked on the gravel. The office would be near the coffee shop. It would have shag carpeting and office furniture, always a TV attached by metal bars to the ceiling.

Those motels depressed us. After we settled in the room, my mother looked around, checking for cleanliness. She took the bedspreads down, lifted curtains, opened drawers and the medicine cabinet, and looked into the shower. Sometimes she took the paper off a water glass and held the glass up to see that it was washed.

I always wanted to go outside. My mother would be deliberating whether it was safer to leave our suitcase in the room or in the locked car; when she was thinking, she stood in the middle of the floor with her hands on her hips and her lips pursed. Finally, she decided to bring it in. Then she would take a shower to cool off. She didn’t make me take one if I didn’t want to, because we were nowhere and she didn’t care what I looked like in the coffee shop. After her shower, she put on the same clothes she’d been driving in all day.

I went out to our porch and sat in the one metal chair. Its back was a rounded piece, perhaps once designed to look like a shell. I could hear her shower water behind me, running; in front, the constant serious sound of the highway. A warm wind slapped my skin lightly, teasing, the sound of the trucks on the highway came loud, then softer, occasionally a motorcycle shrank to the size of a bug, red taillights ticking on the blue sky.

I acted like a kid, always expecting to find something. At home, before supper, I’d stood outside when the sky looked huge and even the near neighbors seemed odd and distant in their occupations. I’d watched the cars moving on the road, as if by just watching you could understand, get something out of the world.

At the motel, I would walk around to the back. I’d stand looking at the field, like any field. The back of the building was ordinary, brick, with glass meter gauges. There was a gas tank lodged on a cement platform, pooled with rusty water. The field went on to where you could see trailers and a neon sign for Dairy Queen in the distance.

The near and the far, could have been anywhere, could have been our gas tank, our fields and sky at home. Our yard had the same kinds of weeds. Home could have been anywhere too.

“Ann. A-yun,” my mother would be yelling, then. It all ended, gladly, when she called me from the door. She was finished with her shower and wanted to go for supper at the coffee shop. Our day was almost done. And we enjoyed the dinners in those coffee shops. We ordered the most expensive thing on the menu and side dishes and beverages and desserts. We were anxious, trying to plan to get all the best of what they had. We rolled up our sleeves, asked for extra sour cream and butter. We took pleasure in the scrawled figures added up on the green-lined bill.

Mornings, we always started out later than we’d planned. The manager ran the credit card through the machine and filled the form out slowly. My mother drummed her nails on the counter top, waiting. Then she sighed, holding the credit card form in both hands, examining it a second before signing. “Okay,” she said every time she handed the paper back, as if she were giving away one more thing she’d once had.

We’d drive off in the morning and I’d look again, at the plain building, the regular field. I’d forget the land. It was like so much other land we’d seen.

My mother had clipped out pictures of houses in Scottsdale, Arizona. We loved the colors: pink, turquoise, browns, rich yellow. The insides of the houses had red tiled floors, clay bowls of huge strawberries on plain, rough wooden tables.

We went out of our way to go to Scottsdale. When we got there, my mother drove to the Luau, a good hotel, one they’d listed in Town and Country. I sat in a chair on one side of the lobby while she went up to the desk. She came back and whispered me the price.

“What do you think? It’s a lot but maybe it’s worth it once to just relax.”

“I think we should find somewhere cheaper.”

“There might not be a Travel Lodge in town,” she said. “Well, think, Pooh-bear-cub. It’s up to you. What would you like to do?”

“Let’s find out if there’s a Travel Lodge.”

She sighed. “Okay. I don’t know how we’re going to find out. There’s probably not. In fact, I’m pretty sure. So what do you think? What should we do?”

I worried about money. And I knew it was a bigger system than I understood. I tried to pick the cheaper thing, like a superstition.

“There’s a telephone. Maybe they have a phone book.” We were standing in the dark Polynesian lobby. A phone hung in the corner.

She did the looking and it was there, Travel Lodge, with a boxed ad showing the bear sleepwalking, in the yellow pages, listed as being on Route 9. “Nine where?” my mother said, biting her fingernail, clicking the other hand on the metal shelf. “Now, how the heck am I going to find that? It says right out of town, yeah, I’ll bet. I didn’t see anything, coming in.”

“We don’t have to go there.” I felt like I’d done my duty, checking. I looked around the lobby. It seemed nice. I was beginning to hope she picked here.

“Well, come on.” She pulled her purse strap over her shoulder. “Let’s go. We’ll go there. We should.” She had that much worry, apparently.

But driving to the Travel Lodge, not even halfway there, in town, at an intersection near a gas station, we had an accident. My mother rear-ended a car on a red light.

I was sitting on a curb of the intersection, pulling at grass behind me banking the closed filling station. Nearby, the cars were pulled over to one side and a police car with a flashing red light was parked, making traffic go around them. The policeman stood writing things down as he talked to my mother.

She was moving her hands all around her hair and face. Then she folded her arms across her chest, but one hand couldn’t stand it, it reached up to tug at her collar.

“I was going to just stay at that hotel, I knew. I was tired. I know myself. Now, God, tell me, really, how long do you think it will take to be fixed?” She bit a nail.

The policeman looked into the dark gas station. “Problem is, it’s a weekend,” he said.

My mother looked at me and shook her head. The policeman walked over to the other driver. She was a woman in shorts and a sleeveless shirt. She seemed calm.

“See, I’m not going to listen to you anymore,” my mother said. “Because I know best. You try and save a few pennies and you end up spending thousands.” She exhaled, shoving out a hip.

It was ten o’clock and finally getting cooler. We were hungry, we still hadn’t eaten dinner. The other woman, having taken the numbers she needed, left, waving good-bye to us and to the policeman.

“Calm down, Adele,” she said to my mother.

My mother pulled a piece of her hair. “Calm down, well, that’s easy for you to say. Jeez, calm down, she says, when she’s going to sue, she’ll get her kids’ college educations out of this, I know how it’s done.”

The woman laughed and slammed her car door shut. She rolled down her window. “Barry’s Hanover might have a mechanic in on Saturday,” she called to the policeman.

“Mom, I’m hungry.” My rump was cold and it seemed we might be there all night.

“Well, we have to stay,” she said. “If we’d just checked in, then we’d be there now, probably eating, no, we’d be finished. We’d probably be having dessert. But now we have to wait.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

The policeman came over to us, still holding his notebook. “We’ve done all we can do until tomorrow,” he said. “Now I’ll take you wherever you want to go and you can just leave the car here and call in the morning and have her towed.”

“They’re probably not even going to have room left at the hotel now,” she said to me.

The policeman had freckles on his arms and his hands, like my mother. He put the notebook in his back pocket. “Now, you are both welcome to stay with my wife and I for the night, if you’re worried. There’s plenty of extra room.”

“Oh, no, thank you, though, we couldn’t.”

“Because it wouldn’t be any trouble. And my wife makes a mean apple pie.” He looked at me.

“Thank you, but no, really.” My mother inspired offers like that, often. I didn’t know until I was older how unusual that is. “But would you mind dropping us off at the Luau?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Nice place.”

We both sat in the backseat while he drove. The windows were covered with chicken wire. “I just hope they still have room,” my mother said, stretching her fingers out on the seat and looking down at their nails.

The thing about my mother and me is that when we get along, we’re just the same. Exactly. And at the Luau Hotel, we were happy. Waiting for our car to be fixed, we didn’t talk about money. It was so big, we didn’t think about it. We lay on our stomachs on the king-sized bed, our calves tangling up behind us, reading novels. I read Gone With the Wind. Near the end, I locked myself in the bathroom, stopping up my face with a towel. After a while she knocked on the door.

“Honey, let me in, I want to tell you something!” I made myself keep absolutely still. “Don’t worry, Honey, she gets him back later. She gets him again in the end.”

We loved the swimming pool. Those days we were waiting for our car to be fixed, we lay out from ten until two, because my mother had read that those were the best tanning hours. That was what we liked doing, improving ourselves: lying sprawled out on the reclining chairs, rubbed with coconut suntan oil, turning the pages of new-bought magazines. Then we’d go in the pool, me cannonballing off the diving board for the shock of it, my mother starting in one corner of the shallow end, both her arms out to the sides, skimming the surface as she stepped in gradually, smiling wide, saying, “Eeeeeeeee.”

My mother wore a white suit, I swam in gym shorts. While I was lying on a chair, once, she picked up my foot and looked down my leg. “Apricot,” she said.

At home, one farmer put in a swimming pool, fenced all around with aluminum. That summer, Ben and I sat in the fields outside, watching through the diamond spaces of the fence. Sometimes the son would try and chase us away and throw rocks at us, little sissy pieces of gravel.

“Public property!” we screamed back at him. We were sitting in Guns Field. We kids all knew just who owned what land.

Every afternoon, late, after the prime tanning hours, we went out. Dressing took a long time. My mother called room service for a pitcher of fresh lemonade, told them not too much sugar, but some sugar, like yesterday, a pinch, just enough so it was sweet. Sweet, but a little tart, too. Come to think of it, yesterday tasted a little too tart, but the day before was perfect. This was all on the telephone. My mother was the kind of customer a waitress would like to kill.

We’d each take showers and wash our hair, squeezing lemons on it before the cream rinse. We touched up our fingernails and toenails with polish. That was only the beginning. Then came the body cream and face cream, our curlers and hair sprays and makeup.

All along, I had a feeling we couldn’t afford this and that it would be unimaginably bad when we had to pay. I don’t know what I envisioned: nothing, no luck, losing everything, so it was the absolute worst, no money for food, being stopped on a plain cement floor in the sun, unable to move, winding down, stopping like a clock stopped.

But then it went away again. In our sleeveless summer dresses and white patent leather thongs, we walked to the district of small, expensive shops. There was an exotic pet store we visited every day. We’d been first drawn in by a sign on the window for two defumed skunks.

“But you can never really get the smell completely out,” the blond man inside had told us. He showed us a baby raccoon and we watched it lick its paws, with movements like a cat but more delicate, intricate features.

More than anything, I wanted that raccoon. And my mother wasn’t saying no. We didn’t have to make any decisions until we left the Luau. And we didn’t know yet when that would be.

In a china store, my mother held up a plain white plate. “Look at this. See how fine it is?” If she hadn’t said that, I wouldn’t have noticed anything, but now I saw that it was thin and there was a pearliness, like a film of water, over the surface.

“Granny had a whole set like this.” She turned the plate upside down and read the fine printing. “Yup, this is it. Spode.”

I remembered Granny almost bald, carrying oats and water across the yard to feed Hal’s pony. But still, I didn’t know.

“Mmhmm. You don’t know, but Granny was very elegant. Gramma isn’t, she could be, but she isn’t. We’re like Granny. See, we belong here, Pooh-bear-cub. We come from this.”

I didn’t know.

A week after the accident, we had good news. The bill for our car was far less than we’d thought and my mother paid ninety dollars, off the record, to fix the other woman’s fender. They both agreed not to contact insurance companies.

This was all great except it meant we were leaving. The car would be ready in a day. My mother sat on the edge of the bed, filing her nails, when she put down the telephone receiver, gently. “There’s still a few things I’d like to see here,” she said.

We went out to the pool and tried not to think. It seemed easy, lying on towels over warm cement. I’d gotten tan, very dark, the week we’d been there. My mother had freckles and pink burns on her cheeks and shoulders, and her hair was streaked lighter from the sun. That day, my mother got up and went inside before I did. She had to be careful in the sun.

I was in the pool, holding onto the side, kicking my legs in the water behind me. I was worried about my knees. Lately, I’d noticed they were fat, not knobby and horselike, the way my mother’s were. So I was doing kicks to improve them. Around the pool, other women slouched in deck chairs. I thought about my knees again. At least tan fat looked better than white fat, I was thinking.

Then my mother called me. “We’re going to see a house,” she said, shoving a towel into my hand. “Hurry up and jump in the shower.”

We waited, clean and dressed, outside the Luau. My mother told me that a real estate agent named Gail was picking us up. There was something in her tone, she didn’t want to explain. So I went along with it as if it was nothing out of the ordinary. And there in Scottsdale, it really wasn’t. It had been so long since anything was regular.

Suddenly, Gail was there and she honked. I climbed into the backseat and my mother sat next to her in front. They talked quickly, getting to know each other. My mother said we were just moving, from Bay City, Wisconsin, and that she was looking forward to the warm air.

“I couldn’t stand another winter.” She rolled down her window and glanced outside. “I love Scottsdale, the dryness.”

Gail Letterfine was very tan with light gray hair, bright clothes and turquoise Indian jewelry. “You’re going to love this house, it’s absolutely cream of the crop. I haven’t had anything like this to show for over a year.”

She drove us to the top of a hill. The land was brown, dirt. There were no lawns. I just sat in the backseat, not saying anything. I wished I had Gone With the Wind. I knew I shouldn’t say anything, in case I contradicted my mother. I could tell she was lying, but I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t know why. She liked me to talk, around strangers, like a kid. But I was mad, sort of. So I just stared out the window.

Gail Letterfine parked the Mustang on the pebbled lot near a fountain. Pennies overlapped and glittered on the bottom. Just from where we were, I could tell this was something we’d never seen before. We didn’t have houses like this in Bay City. A maid opened the door, a woman I knew was a maid from her black short dress and white apron. We’d never seen a maid before, in person, at least I hadn’t, I didn’t know anymore about my mother. When we got along, it seemed we knew everything about each other. But now, I felt like my mother glossed over things. She knew how nervous I could be.

The maid went to get someone else. Gail Letterfine opened a door and it was a closet. “Coat closet,” she said, loudly, as if it were her own house.

The living room was huge, with red clay tile floors and high ceilings. There were long windows on two walls and you could see outside, down the hill. There was no furniture except a black grand piano and chairs against the walls.

The woman of the house came to meet us. Considering where she lived, she looked like an ordinary person. She had plain brown permanented hair and a nice face. She was wearing a gray dress and stockings.

Gail Letterfine introduced her and the woman took us through her house. Out windows, we saw the backyard, brown and dry, with an oval turquoise swimming pool. Clay pots of strawberry plants stood with thick, heavy berries hanging down over their rims. Every time we entered a room, the woman stood in the doorway while Gail Letterfine pointed out features. In the kitchen, Gail opened every cupboard, where we saw canned soup and Jell-O mixes just like in my grandmother’s house. Gail went on about the sink, the refrigerator and the stove. Then she started in on the plumbing. From the way my mother shifted, you could tell she was less than interested.

“What about your appointments?” My mother cupped her hand around a painted Mexican candleholder on the kitchen table. “Are they for sale, too? Because they all go so well, they’re what make the house.”

I wondered where she’d learned that word. The woman shook her head. “No, I’m sorry.” My mother liked the woman who lived here, her quietness. There was something tough in Gail Letterfine. With her espadrille, she was now pointing to the molding around the kitchen floor. My mother would rather have talked to the woman in the gray dress. Perhaps that’s why we’d come here, because my mother missed her friends.

The bedrooms and bathrooms were regular-sized.

“Our daughter’s room,” the woman said, in the last doorway on the hall. “She’s gone off to college.”

My mother nudged me, “This would be yours.” We wandered into the adjoining bathroom, which had a vanity and a makeup mirror. Starfish and shells cluttered the tile rim of the sunken tub. My mother frowned at me, “Not bad.”

They walked back down the hallway to the dining room. The woman in the gray dress had, quietly, offered them tea, and my mother answered quick and loud, “I’d love some.”

I stayed in the room. Outside, water slapped the edges of the swimming pool. A light breeze was making waves. I sat on the hard single bed with stuffed animals bunched up by the pillow. Two pompons fluttered on the bulletin board.

I leaned back and imagined the girl away at college. I thought if I lived here, with this bed and this bulletin board, the regular desk and dresser, I would have this kind of life. Nothing to hide. The girl left her room and went to college and people could walk through and see it.

I actually breathed slower and believed my mother had changed her mind about California, that we were really going to live here, in this house.

It was nice lying on that bed, listening to the soft shuffle of water through the window screen. I felt like sleeping. Then a few minutes later, I woke up hungry. I got up and went down the hall. I was thinking of the woman in the gray dress. For some reason, I thought she would give me cookies and a glass of milk.

They were sitting around the dining room on beige chairs. My mother’s knees rested together and her calves slanted down, parallel, mirroring the woman’s across the room. My mother was sipping her tea, holding it a long time to her lips, appreciating it.

“Could we put in a bathhouse? I’d love a little cabana out there.”

Gail Letterfine lifted her silver glasses, which were attached and hooked behind her ears on a thin silver chain, and wrote down my mother’s questions in a hand-sized notebook.

“You’d need a permit.” She tapped the arm of her chair with a pen. “That’s not hard.”

“But I would like to know.”

“Who can I call? Let me see. Oh, I got it. Mangold.”

My mother floated up to where I was at the sliding glass doors. She rummaged her hand through my hair.

“But you like it,” Gail Letterfine said, slamming the notebook closed.

“Well, my husband’s coming in next week, and of course, he’ll have to see it, too.”

“Of course,” said the woman in the gray dress, nodding as if she understood perfectly.

“But I’m sure he’ll like it.” My mother nodded, too. “I think this is the one.” She lifted her eyes to the high corners of the room. “Mmhmm, I’m sure of it. What do you think, Ann?”

I was reeling, as if I’d just woken up to trouble, when she said her husband. The sentence went through me like a toy train, three times around the track and no time, coming in, could I picture it right. Ted sure wasn’t coming. Not after we’d used his credit card like we had.

“I’m hungry, Mom,” I said. I was disappointed by the woman in the gray dress, too. I felt like I’d been promised food and then not given it.

My mother ran her hand through my hair again. “Well, we better be off and get this little one something to eat.” She smiled. She liked it when I said bratty, kid things in front of other people. We both did. It made us feel normal. She liked people to think she spoiled me.

On the way back to town, Gail Letterfine drove us to see Frank Lloyd Wright’s work site in the desert, Taliesin West. I didn’t see what the big deal was. They were excavating. There were huge piles of dirt, like you saw at home where they were developing for the new highway, and dust around everywhere. It was so hot, the piece of thong between my toes stung the skin.

“I love the atmosphere,” my mother said, tilting her face up to the sun before naturally drifting indoors, to the air-conditioned gift shop. That was one thing about my mother, why she was fun; she valued comfort. We never had to stay in museums too long. If we didn’t like something, we left and went somewhere else, like a restaurant. She wasn’t too strict about discipline.

Metal bells of all sizes hung from the gift shop ceiling. “People come from all over the world to buy these bells,” Gail Letterfine said. “You’re lucky to get them at that price. They’re going to be collector’s items.”

My mother bought one, taking a long time to pick the size. “Won’t it look nice in the house?” She winked at me.

I scowled.

Gail took us out to a late lunch. We ate a lot, we each had desserts, extras. We acted the way we did at motel diners, not minding the prices, but this was an elegant restaurant, and expensive. They weren’t going to take our Mobil credit card. My mother argued primly when Gail tried to pay the bill and I kicked her, hard, under the table. That night, my mother made me watch while she rolled down her stockings and put her fingers on the bruises. She said she’d known all along Gail would insist. And Gail had, tearing the bottom strip off the bill. “It’s a write-off, you know,” she’d said. “No prob.”

She’d left us in front of the Luau.

“So tomorrow morning, I’ll bring a contract to breakfast. Just a work sheet. So we can start talking terms. Toot-a-loo,” Gail called, waving her plump hand as she drove away.

We watched her car go. All of a sudden it seemed sad, leaving Scottsdale. Suddenly, I really did like Gail.

“Well,” my mother shrugged. “We really don’t need dinner, that was plenty. Should we just walk around a little?”

We ambled down the streets slowly, because we were full from eating too much and because it was late afternoon and there was a light, warm breeze and because we were leaving tomorrow. My mother led me through an archway, to some shops on an inside courtyard. She found a perfume maker, a blind man, who blended custom fragrances. He showed us essences of oils, leaves, grasses and flowers.

“All natural,” he told us.

He kept the essences in small glass bottles lined up on glass shelves. I dawdled while he worked with my mother. He mixed drops of oils on a glass plate, then rubbed them on the inside of my mother’s arm with the tip of an eyedropper.

Finally, they got what they wanted. I had to laugh. The mixture was lily of the valley, wild penny rose, lilac and ordinary lawn grass.

“It’s like my childhood,” my mother said, holding out her arm. “What I grew up around. Smell.”

They decided to call it Joie d’Adele and my mother ordered a hundred and fifty dollars’ worth, eight little bottles, the smallest batch he made. She asked if he could mix them overnight, because we had to leave Scottsdale the next morning. He was an odd-looking man. His face hung large and white, creamy. He wore brown clothes and he moved slowly, with his head turned down. But he liked my mother, you could tell. Some people did. You could see it. Strangers almost always love my mother. And even if you hate her, can’t stand her, even if she’s ruining your life, there’s something about her, some romance, some power. She’s absolutely herself. No matter how hard you try, you’ll never get to her. And when she dies, the world will be flat, too simple, reasonable, too fair.

As soon as we got out of the store, we started fighting about the money.

“We can’t afford that,” I whined, turning on one foot to face her. “A hundred and fifty dollars! For perfume! Plus the car and the hotel!”

“Well, you should talk, how much do you think your raccoon is!”

We’d made our way, walking and yelling, to the pet store, where the baby raccoon hunched in the window, his paw stalled in a bowl of water.

“He’s a hundred and he eats! He’d eat up fifteen dollars a week in food, at least! The perfume would last, it would last me five years probably. I take care of things and they last. You see what I wear. I haven’t bought one new thing in years. But they were all good to start with.”

That was a total lie. She bought things all the time. I stood knocking on the glass, trying to make the raccoon look at me. I’d been thinking of starting my new school with the raccoon, riding a bike with him wrapped around my shoulders.

“So, I guess we can’t afford him either, then,” I said.

“Just remember, I’m the one who has to catch a man in this family. I’m the one who has to find you a father.”

“You can buy perfume in California.”

“No, not like this. There are only three in the world like him. One is in Italy and the other is in France. He’s the only one in the United States.”

“According to him.”

“Stop kicking stones like that, you’re ruining your sandals. And when they go, we can’t afford another pair.”

We both understood that neither of us would get what she wanted, the raccoon or Joie d’Adele. It was fair that way, both deprived.

That night we packed. My mother wrapped the Taliesin bell with care, bundling it several layers thick in hotel towels. When she paid our bill it was higher than we expected. “Three hundred.” She frowned, raising her eyebrows. “It’s a good thing we didn’t get that raccoon, you know?”

Gail Letterfine was due to pick us up at nine o’clock for breakfast. We were gone, far away in Nevada, before the sun came up.

A lot of times, I’ve thought about it and I feel bad that I didn’t let my mother buy her perfume. For one thing, I feel bad for the guy, early in the morning, trusting, having his eight bottles of Joie d’Adele carefully wrapped. Now I’d like to smell it: lily of the valley, penny rose, lilac and grass. It’s been years since we’ve been home. He must have been very hurt that we duped him. He might have assumed the worst and he would have been wrong about that; my mother really had liked him. It was only me.

Years later, when we were living in California, we read his obituary in Vogue. It said he’d been the only living custom perfume maker in the States, so he had been telling us the truth. Apparently, he hadn’t trained anyone under him. If they’d listed the name of an apprentice, I’d have sent away and surprised her.

“Awww, we should have bought some from him, remember when I wanted to get some of his perfume?” my mother said, when she showed me the little article. “It would probably be worth something now.”

“By now, it’d be all gone.”

The weather changes quickly on my mother’s face. She shrugged, nose wrinkling. “You’re right.”

But I do feel bad about it, still. That bell is precious to her. She’s moved it everywhere; that bell has hung, prominently, in the now-long series of her apartments.

“People come from all over the world for the Taliesin bells. We’re lucky to have one. They’re collector’s items.” I’ve heard my mother say that fifty times. She believed every word Gail Letterfine told us, as if we were the only people in the world who lied.

It did something for my mother, every time she let me off on the highway and then came back and I was there. She was proving something to herself. When she drove back, she’d be nodding, grateful-looking, as if we had another chance, as if something had been washed out of her.

Years ago, when I was small, she chased me to the kitchen table and swiveled between her long arms on each side of it.

“Now where are you going to go?” she’d said.

This was when we were all living in my grandmother’s house back at home.

I ducked under the table and saw everyone’s legs. Jimmy’s blue uniform slacks, Ben’s bare knees with scrapes and white scars, my grandmother’s stiff, bagging, opaque, seamed orange stockings in black tie-up shoes, my mother’s tall freckled legs in nylons. The muscles in her calves moved like nervous small animals. I knew I couldn’t get away. So I lunged out and grabbed my uncle’s blue legs, holding on hard, sobbing in yelps, not letting go. I thought Jimmy was the strongest one there. Carol stood with her back to us, wiping the counter with a sponge.

Jimmy ran his hand over my head and down my spine. He hugged me hard, but then he pried my fingers off and pulled me away from him. His face was blank and large. “I have to let your mother have you.”

My mother was screaming, “Jimmy, you give her to me. She’s my child. Mine.”

Jimmy pushed me forward with his knuckles on my back, and then she had me. When she shook me against the refrigerator, Ben ran out the door. None of them looked while we fought. They turned their backs. Jimmy left then, too, the screen door slamming. Carol followed, shaking her head, and they were gone—a family.

I fought back, I kicked and bit and pulled hair. I fought as if I were fighting to live. She always said I turned animal, wild. And there was something in that. I could feel something, the way my lips went curled on my teeth, the backs of my knees.

Later, I’d be in bed, swollen and touchy, not moving, and the house would seem absolutely still. The sheet felt light, incredibly light on my skin. My grandmother made up her own bed for me, with new sheets dried out on the line. They helped me after, but then I didn’t care anymore.

When I was better again, up and running around, my mother still hadn’t forgiven me. She drew it out. Those days she ignored me, came in the house like a stranger, as if she had no relation. She left me to my grandmother’s care. She’d roll up her pants from the ankles and push up her shirt sleeves to show her cuts and bruises.

“Look what she did to me,” she told the mailman on the porch. “She’s wild. A little vicious animal.”

Maybe it was the same as later, for her it was all one circle, coming back to the same place, when we made up. In the middle of the night, she woke me and wanted to talk. She looked hard into my eyes, sincere and promising, touched me where I didn’t want her to touch, told me again and again that she’d never leave me, when I wasn’t worried that she would.

“Okay,” I always said.

The last time my mother let me out by the side of the road was in Nevada. I don’t know why she stopped after that, maybe just because we were almost to California. It was different to let me out on the highway than it would be someplace we lived. I was old enough to get in trouble.

That last time in Nevada was different, too. Because she left me out on the road just a mile or two up past an Arco station. I could see the building in the distance. She let me off and drove out of sight, but this time I didn’t cry. I started walking, in the ditch, back towards the filling station. I wanted to make a phone call.

There are more important things than love, I was thinking. Because I didn’t want to talk to Benny then, he was just a year older, there was nothing he could do.

I got to the gas station. I didn’t have any money, but my mind was made up. I went over to a teenage boy who was leaning against a pump, sucking an empty Coke bottle, and asked if I could borrow a dime. He dug into his jeans pocket and pulled one out.

“Don’t have to pay me back. You can keep it.” When I was walking to the corner of the lot, to the telephone, he said, “Hey. Hey, girl. Where’re you from?”

The dime activated the telephone and I told the operator collect call from Ann. Then I stood there waiting for the phone to ring. The static of the line was enough: I could see the old black phone, where it sat on the kitchen counter, breathing silently before it rang. I knew the light there this time of day, the way the vinyl chairs felt, warm and slick from the sun, on your thighs. I thought of the cut cake under the clear glass cover, frosting melting down onto the plate, like candle wax. The empty hallways were clean, roses in the carpet down the middle, strips of wood floor showing at the edges. Clean white lace covered all the dark wood surfaces in the house. Out windows, the yard moved, never still, shimmering, the fields rustled a little, the old barn that used to be a butter factory just on the edge of view.

The phone rang once. I heard it going through the empty house. Maybe my grandmother was out in the yard or at the Red Owl. She could be watering at the cemetery. I was sure, then, no one would be home. And Ted would be working, Jimmy might be on the road.

“Hullo?” My grandmother’s voice sounded so exactly like her that I almost hung up. For the first time, the telephone seemed miraculous to me. I looked around at the poles and wires on the dry hills. We were anywhere. I didn’t know where.

“Collect call from Ann?” the operator said. “Will you accept the charges?”

“Why sure. Ann, tell me, where are you?”

“I’m fine. I’m in Nevada.”

Then the operator clicked off the phone. It was like other people on the old party line, hanging up.

“Well, tell me what you’ve been doing.” She was perplexed. I could hear, she was trying to find out if I was in trouble.

“I don’t know. Nothing much. Driving.”

There was a billboard across the highway, the paper peeling off, flapping. It was a family, in a red car, advertising the state of Nevada.

“Well, are you having fun?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Tell me, is there anything you need, Ann?”

That made me wince, so I couldn’t say a word. I held the phone a foot away from me. I wanted to go home, but I couldn’t ask for a thing. It was too hard to explain.

The house there seemed small then, still and away from everything. I tried to get my normal voice.

“No, I just called to say hello.”

“Well, good. That’s fine. We sure do miss you around here.” She was tapping something. She kept her nails long, filed in ovals and unpolished. She tapped them against her front teeth. “Is your ma nearby?”

“She’s in the bathroom,” I said.

“Well, I love you. We all do.” Then she was quiet from the embarrassment of having said that.

“Bye.”

“Shouldn’t I hold on a second and talk to your ma?”

“Nah, she takes a long time in there. With her makeup, you know.”

“I suppose she hasn’t changed then.”

“No.”

I hung up the phone and the house back at home closed again, silent and private. I couldn’t see inside anymore. It was small and neat, far away. I sank back against the outside wall of the phone booth, letting the wind come to my face. There were low blue hills in the distance.

“Hey, girl, wanna take a ride?”

I crossed my arms and began to say no, but just then my mother’s car started coming back over the horizon and so I turned and waited. She slowed down up the road where she’d left me.

Maybe that was why this was the last time it happened: because I wasn’t there. The car crawled, slowly, towards the station. She was looking for me. I stood kicking the pavement, in no hurry for her to get there. The fields were plain and dry. Air above the tar pavement shimmered in ankle-deep waves. In a bucket by the pumps, water sparkled, dark and bright.

When my mother saw me, she stopped the car and got out.

“Ann, you nearly scared me to—”

The boy whistled. I smiled and stared down at the blacktop. He was looking at my legs.

“Ann. Get in the car,” my mother said.

In my seat, I still saw him. I closed my fist around the dime.

“Who were you calling, tell me.”

She was looking at me, waiting. I had to answer.

“No one.”

She sighed and started the car.

“Just hold your horses until we get there, okay? Your grandmother’s old, leave her be. She hasn’t got that long anymore.”

I dragged my cupped hand out the window and the moving air felt solid, like a breast.

She was better. I could tell. She drove evenly and her shoulders dropped. Her foot pumped gradually, modulating the speed.

“Are you hungry?” she said. “’Cause I am. I could go for a little something.”

All those times on the highway, it was doing something. I lost time there in the ditches, waiting. Minutes out of my life. It was as if I had millions of clocks ticking inside me and each time one stopped. I left one clock, dead and busted, on the gravel by the side of the road, each time.

I didn’t say anything. The highway was clean and straight. I rested back in my seat.

“Huh, what do you say, Pooh?” She was trying to make up.

I held out, I was quiet. She clutched the steering wheel and the blood drained from her knuckles. I squeezed my fist. I could feel my palm sweating as if it would rust the metal of the dime. I wouldn’t look at her.

But thinking was too hard. She was my mother and she was driving and we were almost to California.

I was quiet as long as I could be, but she would still have me for a long time. It was easier to talk.

“There’s a sign,” I said, finally. “A Travel Inn Hobo Joe’s.”

“Hungry?” she said, glad and loud.

I thought of the french fries, the chocolate malteds, as much as I wanted from the menu. “Starving,” I said.
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