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A FEW WORDS


This book was written first and foremost for my mother and my family, without whose reminiscences I could not have created it. But in the end the memories are mine, colored or pitted, perfect or imperfect, as best as I could recollect. It is the past as only I see it. My mother was unsparing in allowing me access to her records, and I have been unsparing, I suppose, not only in recreating her here, but in sharing memories with the world I know she does not always share herself. For all these reasons, I’ve changed many place names and proper names. However those closest to me regard this work, it is my tale, and a living reflection of the world we once shared together.
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Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged.


Missing me one place search another
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THE QUEEN OF SHEBA appeared one pallid afternoon about a week after my mother’s return from the hospital. I came home from school to an unnaturally quiet house. My sisters were off somewhere with my grandmother, who had taken over the task of picking them up from school and sometimes took them on errands or to her house to give my mother a break. My mother was home alone, sitting at the smooth ranch oak kitchen table, staring out our second-story window at Lac La Jolie. Trees rimmed the hard darkness of the lake’s edge, like dirt in an old bottle. Their branches moaned in the wind. It was starting to snow, and the remaining day was a natural fugue for November. My mother had taken the belt off her shirtwaist dress and was running it absently through her hands. I hugged her but felt uneasy, and asked if she was all right. She said yes in a distant and small voice. Not satisfied with her response, I sat with her awhile, then went to my room to change clothes. I curled up on my bed for a moment, intending to go back and jolly my mother up. I liked to do that. I had a talent for it. I would make her a treasure hunt. She found those amusing. Each clue would be a flower, something exotic to me like a hyacinth or a bird of paradise. I touched the flowers in my bedspread. My mother had painted my room lavender and hung lavender drapes. It was the first room of my own, a peace offering for having to live in my stepfather’s house. In my room, I was allowed to stack as many books as I liked. I was reading one about both the Mayans and the Aztecs. The latter worshipped the goddess of the moon in the creamy light that fractured among the dark ziggurats of the Mexican plains. It was my Other Cultures period. I was dancing somewhere with the feathered hordes, holding a spray of quetzal plumes, when there was a knock on my door. Then the door opened and a vision stood there.


‘I am the Queen of Sheba,’ my mother announced to me in a regal voice. She had taken the silky yellow sheets from her voluptuous bed and twisted them around and around her torso like a toga, leaving one shoulder, as white as a gardenia, bare except for her bra strap. She’d used her eye pencil on her arms – the same one with which she lined the upper and lower inner lids of her eyes – and drawn hieroglyphics. The sheets around her were hooked together with heirloom antique pins from Austria. Her long auburn hair was swept up and crowned with an old tiara that we girls had played with as little children, pretending to be lost princesses. She looked at me solemnly.


‘I am the Queen of Sheba,’ she murmured confidentially, ‘and I bequeath to each of my three daughters a country. To you, Jacki, the oldest, Mesopotamia. To your sister Kate, Thebes. To my youngest daughter, Sarah, who is nine, Carthage.’ My mother moved her shoulders from side to side in the dreamy undulation of a tribal dance and twirled her fingers in the air, as if she wrought from it the great gift of an enchantment. Then she silently mouthed an incantation and blew me a kiss, backed up, pulled the door shut, and was gone.


I was alone in the house with her, but she might have been on another continent. I could not follow her. For a long while I lay still as I imagined a captive might lay on an Aztec altar. Then I went to phone my grandmother at her bungalow. She didn’t believe me for a moment, she said. Then she told me not to tell anyone and to stay in my bedroom until she arrived. My mother’s bedroom door remained shut for almost an hour. Sheba was a vision, and she vanished that same afternoon in the twilight.


Christ Jesus had appeared to her as a white octopus, luminescent in the darkness, deep in the middle of the night in our small town of Menomenee, Wisconsin. It was 1966. I was twelve. My mother was young and beautiful, married to a man who didn’t appreciate her nighttime disquisitions with ‘Reverend Lord.’ ‘Jesus said, “Take my hand,”’ my mother explained to me a quarter century later. My mother’s hand was open like a bisque cup, all porcelain, and Christ Jesus’ fingers were tentacles entangled around her palm. ‘He said, ‘Dolores, you are destined to do great things.’ He said, “Dolores, I will exalt you through a thousand contests of the soul and the summits of all mountains and always be with you.”’ Well, someone had to be. Her conversation with Jesus was hardly a non sequitur. And everything happened to us after that.


My stepfather was the one in charge, not God. He was a doctor in our provident town and owned a small hospital and clinic, which treated half the populace, who granted him authority over their lives and paid him not only with cash but barter trade – buckets of blueberries, cartons of tomatoes, picked by hands smelling of motor oil. We lived above the clinic, on a fragment of a lush old farm overlooking Lac La Jolie. Having money walled us in, I thought. It afforded my stepfather a manner of universal disdain, accented by his height and his dark, ungraying hair, which was slicked back by brilliantine into a shining crest like Clark Gable’s. To the people in our town, my stepfather was Richard Cory in the poem by Edward Arlington Robinson. He glittered when he walked.


The day after my mother had her first vision, without saying anything to anyone, he drove her in his banana yellow Cadillac to Wagner’s Hospital. Wagner’s was an old mansion that had been turned into a home for the mentally ill on an estate at the edge of town, beneath heavy and towering pines. I knew about Wagner’s. The fate of unfortunate people was decided there, a fate reflected in the spectral light that shined through the pine bows surrounding it. I had heard that there were souls snaking in the branches. The shagged-off bark looked like the whorls of fingerprints, as if the trees had been touched by ghost escapees who cast hunched shadows on Wagner’s long, circular drive. I could imagine my stepfather striding through the trees at Wagner’s, parting the shadows like so much velvet drapery at daybreak. ‘Nervous breakdown,’ he announced to the receiving nurse at Wagner’s, and my mother was small and mute beside him, more like a pretty child than a wife. He signed her in to one of the locked wards, and that was all we knew.


I came home from school to find my mother’s mother standing like a rag bundler in my mother’s kitchen. My grandmother always looked like that, like a woman born to physical labor, the Irish fishwife who trundled wheelbarrows full of mollusks, or dug kelp into the garden on her knees. Yet she loved drama, she had an almost operatic feeling for it. And so my grandmother was crying, inhaling her tears in a stagestruck manner, her embroidered sighs sailing like hankies somewhere down to me. She was keening, heaving, and intoning the names of Jesus and Mary and Joseph and all the saints. I wasn’t praying; I was calculating. I compared the void of my mother’s absence with the volume of my grandmother’s sobs. I thought my mother was dead, that my stepfather had finally killed her and hidden her under the deep pine-needle carpet at Wagner’s. Or that he had left her sequestered there forever in an old room with worn velvet brocade on the walls, until she joined the other ghosts. Of course, he hadn’t killed her. But if she couldn’t be perfect, she might as well be dead. Cracked crystal always gets thrown out, after all, no matter how cherished it once may have been.


Nervous breakdown. I wrote the words in my diary on October 1, 1966. I was a diarist from the time I could write, and I wrote on anything I could find: drug company calendars discarded by my stepfather, church envelopes, manila folders and shirt cardboards, autograph books, and my white plastic Girl Scout Diary with its gold trefoil and lock. I imagined my mother’s nervous breakdown was like a maypole unraveling, reversing the centrifugal force, the streamers of her mind spinning backward in one grand rush. Perhaps that’s how the mind loosened, with a snap, a fluttering sound, its images in tatters.


It was my grandmother who used the word breakdown first. ‘Your mother’s in the nuthouse,’ she said that very first afternoon, tears winking over her face. ‘Nervous breakdown. Like a car brakes is gone. No control. She’s tired, her nerves is shot, she needs a rest. She dassn’t know who she is.’ My grandmother was a peasant and a rebel. She had the thickness of tallow in her voice, and she rubbed animal fat onto her red knuckles and face when she skinned beaver or mink. I loved her almost as much as I loved my mother. She believed in lies, or as we called them in the Irish tradition, stories, the more elaborate the better, and if stories had been gemstones then my grandmother would have offered to me the Hope diamond and the Jewel of Jamshid, the greatest star in Persia, because there was no story too great to offer her daughter or granddaughter. Which is why we almost never believed her. But I believed her that afternoon. Nervous breakdown meant nothing to her unless it meant a heart attack of the spirit. And I was grateful to her. Had Mabel, my grandmother, not come to stay with us – my two younger sisters and me – then we would have had to stay alone in that house with my stepfather. Then I might have been tempted to crush his brain with the piece of petrified stone I kept above my bed. Or I might have run away and joined the rodeo, a secret I often shared with my grandmother but did not effect until some years later. But how could I run away? Kate and Sarah and I and Mabel and my mother, Dolores, names like the rays on the compass. They were the world of visible magnetic force, and I could no more abandon them than rearrange the continents. My mother learned, however, that when the old geography became too painfully familiar she did not have to abandon it. She invented a country of her own.


Often that October when she picked us up from school in my mother’s station wagon, my grandmother would drive my younger sisters and me past Wagner’s Hospital, which was across the road from the silvery Lake Ipesong. Firs circled it like a feather collar. Many times we stopped, pretending to pick milk-weed pods or cattails or count geese on Ipesong, as we secretly cast hard glances up at the broad lawns of the sanitarium. We children had hunters’ eyes for our mother. I could see a few patients wandering the greens, searching for croquet balls lost in another century, their gestures full of sticky lassitude, as if it were hot summer and not autumn. I never saw my mother, even though I felt her eyes upon me. I looked in vain at the vaulted windows for a lock of auburn hair under the Gothic eaves, or for a hand with red-painted moons. It was as if she were behind a harem’s scrim, and she did not appear. Fall moved from soft to brittle days. From the lawn at Wagner’s, I collected some of the vestigial leaves of autumn to look at them under the microscope in the junior high science room. The veins, their nervous system, were traceable, dissectible. In the leaf world, all was in order.


Nervous breakdown: the words locked in my diary. Nervous breakdown meant my mother slackened and sank, where before she was perpetual movement and our lives were the synthesis of that movement. Those were the days of my great religiosity: Bible classes, Communion classes, supplicant prayers. I pictured my mother’s form caught in a pillar of light, as was the kneeling Mary Magdalene’s on the flyleaf of my Bible, forever keeping watch in the Garden of Gethsemane. My mother would be sculpted and frozen solid, encased by the Gethsemane moonlight, she and Mary Magdalene on their knees together. Just as I was getting used to this image, my stepfather brought her home.


As my mother came up the front walk toward us, she looked to me like a fawn I’d seen penned on a farm, its nose sniffing the air. Like the fawn, she held her head at an odd angle, as if invisible antlers weighed it down. Or perhaps she was listening for faraway music. A lambency lit her eyes: on, off, there, here. You could see the filament glow and fade. But she said, ‘Oh, kids, I missed you so,’ and we cried, ‘Oh, Mom, we missed you too!’ and she had yards of hugs for all of us, holding my youngest sister close until she writhed in her arms. She planted kisses. She baked cookies for us. It was years before I knew that my stepfather had checked her out against all advice and prescribed her medication himself from that time on, upping the Haldol on his own scrip. I saw the scrawls and the bottles lined up in our medicine cabinet. ‘To Pretty Face for Peace of Mind.’ ‘To Dolly Girl for a Weak Heart.’ Nembutal, Valium, kisses from the 1960s.


I have been watching warily for the Queen of Sheba ever since, but never so hard as when my mother slips off into the caverns where the past and present and future are etched together. You could say that my life as her daughter, the life of my imagination, began with my mother’s visions. My sisters and I took them for our texts. Her madness was our narrative line. I am trying to decipher that line still, for its power and meaning over our past. Many years later, as an adult, I longed to be sent to find things out in places of great secrets, loving most the places that were the farthest and strangest and hard. When I finally reached Mesopotamia as a journalist in the curse-filled days before the Gulf War, when Saddam Hussein had vowed to burn up half the earth and dance on crushed skulls and drink the blood of American pilots (but could not in fact properly air-condition his hotels), secrets were the main currency. In those long afternoons in Iraq, where men were held hostage as human shields, I drank cocktails in the shelters of embassies and private clubs and thought of the misery and lust on the faces of those who could not leave the heavy glaze of their confinement. I traveled. I was free. To interview the hostages, I could put on a dress with patterns of green leaves and fruit. I could dress with the care of an ancient queen. I could trace my toe in the red dust of Saddam’s false Babylon, a grotesquerie not worthy of my mother’s imagination. I could wander Baghdad with the secret police, the Muhabarat, trailing along in bored pursuit.


I remember peeling a date, so at ease, cleaning it and chewing, and buying postage stamps of Saddam Hussein at a kiosk, beneath the signs of Babylon that pictured Saddam as the direct descendant of Nebuchadnezzar, his fantasy. I was thinking of Sheba. She was my conqueror. She was at my back, always, her hand on my spine, pushing me before I woke each morning, pushing me even to Iraq as I waited for a war to begin, pushing me or I would not be writing this down. A veil slips from Sheba, and underneath I see … wind through the date palms, an eddy of limbs dancing. Her fingernails are like the crescents of moon that adorn the mosques of all believers.


For just like that, our lives had a way of falling prey to her guile, as my mother herself fell, a slippage, a breath, nothing very great, no time to look back, to grab each other’s hands. Just my mother turning around to say, ‘I must be dreaming,’ and our lives fell away at a touch, mine with hers – throughout my life as a college student, girlfriend, journalist in Belfast or Baghdad, Chicago or London, the life that paralleled her life as a cocktail waitress, a hotel clerk, a model. Reality fell in waves with unreality, commingling, and washed out to sea. But I could never re-create myself as completely as my mother had. Returning from an assignment, I would fly home to Menomenee, Wisconsin, to discover my mother in a new guise: a millionairess or a coronated duchess, a CEO patenting great inventions, a racehorse owner. Once I found her intent on tracing some trajectory of her brain, using the kitchen knife as a quill on Kate’s ribs. Kate’s arms, thank God, were too strong for her.


When I was growing up, my mother’s bouts of madness usually lasted a few months and then melted away like ice in the spring. But before she was dragged back to her ordinary life, after the forcible administration of drugs to her bloodstream as she writhed under leather restraints, something monstrous showed itself beneath the rind of ice. Let us call it desire. I am not suggesting that my mother went mad because she felt, as a beautiful woman, that she deserved more. Yet unanswered longing and betrayal leave their scars. Men have played some savage parts in her life, have failed to come to her rescue. For myself I would like a cross between Albert Einstein and a Canadian Mountie. But we manage to save ourselves in the end. Everyone does.


For me, my mother’s deliriums were like the tides created by the moon, growing in force as I grew older and pulling me after them, with a precise gravity, pulling me ineluctably from whatever bank I clung to, no place too far. My grandmother and sisters felt these nethertides too, and every time they summoned me I went home. No one seemed to be able to corner my mother without me, and I couldn’t stay away. The women in my family learned to relay the signals, beginning in earnest when I went away to college. My grandmother would call me at all hours of the day and night to say that my mother had deposited a basket of kittens at a car dealership in lieu of payment, or purchased a carload of lingerie, or legally changed her name so that it somehow matched the name of a department store. Dolores Gimbels of Gimbels Schuster.


‘She’s ashamed a’ the name I gave her,’ my grandmother said, sobbing. ‘She dassn’t want to be reminded a’ me! Like I’m not even her ma!’ Oh so true, Grandma, so true, your muskrat soup, your tacky flypaper trailing over the kitchen sink, your worn, crepey slippers that flap as they shuffle on the stairs. I mentally turned over the several last names that my mother had acquired over the years – real name changes, phony ones, temporary pet names from books or songs – and thought of how we all called one another by our first names now, my grandmother, mother, and I. More like sisters that way, as Mabel, Dolores, and Jack. A boy pulled Dolores onto his lap when she visited me at a college party, both of them flirtatious. She was past forty. Bruce, I said, meet Dolores. Mom, I said, meet Bruce. His momentary recoil, then his change of heart! He pulled her to him, his face lusty as if it didn’t matter what age she was! Meet any nice mothers, Bruce? his friends teased him later. Is that your sister? people would say, looking at my mother and then at me. Yes, I would answer, convincing them easily, feeling the truth to be private knowledge. She was at such moments not my mother but the essence of womanhood, drawing on some fount beyond age.


As the years passed and I entered my twenties in Chicago, Mabel, my grandmother, would call deep into the night and sigh down the phone line. Sometimes she left the line open even if I was nearly silent, my head buried between pillow and phone, the cord coiled between the night’s hangover and perhaps a lover in the bed, hummocked and sleeping beneath my sheets. I lay awake listening to my grandmother, her sibilant hisses like a membrane webbing us together. As I lay still I could hear her smoking. I could see the smoke rings in the air. My grandmother lived only eight miles from my mother, in a bungalow on Lake Puckawasay. My grandmother’s house was always damp and musty from the lake’s decaying presence. Mildew flowers bloomed on her furniture. It was easy to picture my grandmother, sitting up suddenly at night in her cheap tin bed, her gray hair spiked and twisted like a poppet’s. The flannel collar she wrapped around her arthritic neck would be slipping down. Her puckered fingers, red and rough with bleach, would poke at the collar. ‘Can’tcha come up, Jack?’ she’d say into the phone, her hoarse insistence rousing me. Her voice was rustic, a peasant’s voice, a linguistic hand-me-down left behind by the Swedes and the Germans and the Irish-speaking to one another over plows and stone fences in the late 1800s. ‘I dassn’t know what t’ do. I’m sweatin’ bullets. Can’tcha come up, Jack, can’tcha come up?’


I would sigh, and then inhale, smelling the clouds of Woolworth’s talcum powder that floated in her bedroom where she was forever dabbing it on her broad, hot feet. She said, ‘Can’tcha come up?’


On the morning of a particularly blinding hangover in 1979, with the trace of someone – the Mexican waiter who poured the flaming blue aquavit – outlined onto the sheets and my head thrumming like a tuning fork, Mabel called and croaked, ‘Your mother’s dead.’ It was a Sunday in December, 10:45 A.M. exactly. The quivering pain in my head exploded.


I looked outside at a dog barking on the street, its breath a blot of cloud. How could this dumb creature be alive and not my mother? I remembered that fraternity party, 1973, six years before. She’d worn a sweater dress the color of French vanilla, a thread trailing from the hem in a smudge. I had watched her leap up, the thread tracing an arc of energy. She could not be dead. ‘How?’ I asked Mabel. ‘Car accident,’ she wailed. ‘Smashup on the highway. Just her.’ She was dead, and immediately the thought followed that I wanted her gone. I felt the most sickening sort of relief, entering that gyre of the forbidden. To be rid of her felt like a simultaneous blessing and curse.


On that snowy December Sunday in Wisconsin, a small woman in beautiful clothes had parked her soon-to-be-repossessed late-model sports car amid the crowds of Christmas shoppers at a mall, clutching her faux fox collar around her neck to avoid detection. Slipping inside a phone booth. Faking a terrible Bavarian accent. ‘Hello, iss this Mabel Palkovic? Hef you got a Dolores Taylor there? Oh no? That’s kass we hef her, dead on the highway, smashed like hickory nuts, a terrible car accident.’


Then the poseur, also known as Mom in schadenfreude dialect, told my grandmother to order a funeral wreath. ‘Such a shame, too young to die, yah?’ I couldn’t believe that my grandmother had fallen for this, even though she fell for everything, a fibber’s courtesy. It took me not five minutes to check with Wisconsin highway authorities. Hickory nuts were the tip-off. We three girls had flattened them with our father, with big stones, on the shores of Lake Puckawasay, fishing the mild nutmeat out with bent nails and scattering the shells in the water.


But my mother was missing on that December Sunday: vision, essence, and corporeal self. That night I did the first radio show of my life, pretending to talk to that ‘one special person out there,’ as the veteran disc jockey whom I adored advised me to do. For him, that one special person was a lonely salesman hopefully selecting a shirt for his Saturday-night date, a new mother rocking a tearful baby with one hand as she tuned the knob to the Doobie Brothers with the other. And my one special person was my mother, Dolores, missing in action, faking her own death, torching the tame moment, a different fantasy with every succeeding hour. I fantasized that she could hear me, my debut on the air of this Chicago FM station, WKQX. I am talking to you, Mom, I thought. Goddamit. Listen to me for once. Wherever you are, this is me, your daughter, speaking. My voice on the radio at last! Damn, damn, damn. Give yourself up. Or I will – what? Manacle you to my side? Put you in a pumpkin shell, a closet, a hospital ward?


I was an invisible denizen of the radio band that Sunday night, talking as if I knew what I was talking about, talking on an absurd late-night public affairs show, talking about the gold standard and how it was a hedge against inflation and trouble in the Middle East, the region of unstable tribes. I was twenty-six years old and knew nothing of gold or OPEC or the tribal scores settled among Arab nations. Talking, hearing myself chatter. I would never own any gold. Dhahab, in Arabic. ‘You’re listening to “Backtalk” on WKQX, Chicago. A gazette for the informed listener, every Sunday night.’ Do I sound as ridiculous as I feel foolish? Mother, might that be you? Are you laughing at me? Can’tcha come up, Jack? Can’tcha come up? I’ll manacle you to my side.


The show finished at midnight. ‘Good night, Chicago. Hope you’ve enjoyed it as much as I have.’ But you can’t know what I know, Chicago, now can you? I flew to the car and behind the wheel, with Jack Daniel’s as my co-pilot. In those days I thought absolutely nothing of speeding up to a hundred miles an hour. I thought that’s what highways and odometers were for. So did my grandmother. My foot was welded to the pedal, and I shouted over Willie Nelson on the radio, singing, ‘Mama, don’t let your babies grow up to be cowboys,’ the tollbooths just a smear behind my eyes, the odometer jagging upward like the fuel gauge on a juggernaut. Snow slanted into the headlights and there was nothing more to see in the middle of that black December night on a highway in the Midwest, except the cornstalks frozen in the headlight’s beam, snow draped over them like the altar scarves on crucifixes.


My brain, stirred by the loss of sleep and ancient agitations, rolled out images of my mother as vivid as the sunrise over Lake Puckawasay: my mother in her Menomenee Legion Band marching uniform, 1958; my mother in her gold brocade dress, second wedding, 1960; my mother in her afternoon-tea outfit of houndstooth check with matching cape, 1970. That would be for the Lac La Jolie Golf Club Women’s Auxiliary. And after 1975: my mother in her sales clerk’s apron, her waitress’s dirndl, her flat-soled shoes laced up and her elegant costumes of decades past pushed to the back of the closet like discarded circus finery.


My mother was the one who showed me how to pull my hair into a French twist. She was auburn-haired, like me, a petite woman. She had perfectly even teeth in a bright runway smile and huge, startling brown eyes. What transformed her beauty was her belief in it, and her belief in its protection. She romanced trouble; it was a gold bar, a bar of dhahab, that she gave to me as a hedge against boredom. She believed in risk. She taught me to say, on a day when the high school seniors dressed like characters from old movies (God, how innocent that seems now …), ‘When you get an eyeful, fill your pocket.’ I said it a hundred times to everyone, a phrase lost on me but not, apparently, on the high school principal, who asked me about it later, red-faced in the privacy of his office. My mother.


I pulled off the highway at two A.M. My mother, now divorced from my stepfather, was living in a bald suburban development then, so new and raw that it smelled of the cow manure pasture it had once been, even in winter. Her home was as dark as Calvary. I crept into the house delicately, listening, letting the door swing open and calling out to her. She could be dangerous in the dark. ‘Mom,’ I shouted at the door. ‘Are you here? Answer me if you are!’ I stayed there, trembling. When I was little I used to sing to my mother, ‘I love you a bushel and a peck, a hug around the neck.’ I hummed it now in my head, past the dark, past the blue demons I was sure lined the hall. I sang loudly, making the notes dance toward the basement and up the stairs. A hundred bushels and a thousand pecks, I do, I do.


That’s when I realized that the house smelled awful, a smell of dead fish. I snapped on the lights. Dizzy. A mistake. It was a house party for an acid trip, the Mad Hatter’s tea party, and I felt as if I had drunk the Red Queen’s dram. My mother had taken reality away with her and turned it inside out like a glove.


The Christmas tree had been spray-painted gold and stuck in a bucket of plaster of paris. The spoon she had used to mix the plaster was stuck in the bucket too, like an ice cream scoop frozen into a dish of vanilla. The dead and gilded tree leaned over at a drunken angle, like a cocktail parasol in a shot glass, and when I gave the tree a tap, the brittle needles prattled onto the carpet. Starlights twinkled in what scraggly limbs remained. The crackling, shrunken branches of the tree were festooned with dog biscuits and expensive, lacy bras, and a baby bracelet that I recognized as belonging to one of my sisters. A pair of gold panties dangled from one branch. I breathed slowly, listening to more needles patter into the booming silence. This was my mother’s Christmas tree, a gold shrunken skeleton, wearing panties. On the walls, my mother had stuck large drawings, diminishing the living room. There were giant praying hands and an Infant of Prague, the Catholic icon of childlike confidence, at least that’s who I thought this crowned baby was, a pudgy blue fist clutching a real-life rosary tacked onto the wall with nails. In the basement rec room, my mother had set up brightly colored directors’ chairs, strewn around the green carpet like a day at the beach, their backs painted with whatever catch phrases had jolted into her head: ‘Once is never enough’ and ‘Take what you need’ and ‘Girls just want to have fun.’ They had a gay, Annette-meets-Frankie quality, as my mother herself did when she was well.


The smell like a rotting catch of mackerel came from the dining room. My mother had laid on an elaborate and careful party, betraying days of manic effort: radishes carved with tiny faces and spelling out the word love on a silver tray, steak tartare decorated with whipped cream and tiny plastic ballerinas on swizzle sticks, dancing merrily: oysters on platters with paper feet cut from magazines; and clams with pink feather fluffs. I checked the Christmas place cards, little angels bearing names. Lord Jesus the Christ, of course, was at the head of the table, and there was Mary Baker Eddy, the Christian Scientist founder who was always a portent of my mother’s insanity. Harvey the Six-Foot Pooka had a place of honor. (‘You can’t see him,’ it said on his card, ‘but he’s here! Shake Paws with Harvey!’) And there was a card for my sister Sarah, announcing that she was now the CEO and treasurer of my mother’s new business, Ant Trap Zap, designed to lure ants into old bottle caps and electrocute them. ‘They die as they fry,’ my mother’s curly handwriting crowed. And there was a card for Alfred, another potential problem. Alfred really existed. A wealthy local brewmeister who’d decamped to Menomenee County from Milwaukee, Alfred had no idea who my mother was, despite the fact that he was her secret lover. And yet I had come to think of him as an interloper on our peace. When my mother was ill, she sent Alfred things, all sorts of things. The sheriff once called to tell me that he’d picked up a roomful of such stuff from Alfred, who was mulling over whether to file some sort of lawsuit. I tried to imagine his mystified face as he received a pack of silk G-strings with a note from my mother. ‘From your Secret Admirer, Zippity Doo-Dah! And I know you can fill these up! Zip, Zip!’


I picked up a polished silver butter knife. Every piece of the Eternally Yours silver pattern had been tied with a pink bow. Every bit of crystal sparkled. And yet no one would raise a glass to my mother to offer her Christmas cheer. On the table and growing stale, indeed, petrified, were platters and platters of cheeses and sausages, accompanied now by an odorous whiff of my mother’s famous sour cream dip, coagulated and turning spotty. In the middle of the table was a black cast-iron cherub, lying on its back, all fat belly, its legs splayed and a pickle placed between them in unmistakable suggestion. A slip of pink paper in the cherub’s mouth said ‘Ha!’ Ha, yourself, I thought. We’ll see who has the last ha! I plucked the pickle and ate it.


Then I picked up one of my mother’s homemade cookies, the lumpy brown joke cookies that she’d baked before, containing whiskey or chile oil or anchovies, even soap. They were a variant on a game we used to play in Girl Scouts when we’d have to eat bits of mystery food wrapped in foil and placed in a paper bag. A relay race followed. Failure to eat the mystery morsel meant that you had to drop out. Once my mother wrapped a clam like a candy kiss. The first person to eat an anchovy cookie and throw up lost.


I moved slowly up the stairs to Dolores’s bedroom. Her white twin beds looked hard, even virginal, as though they belonged in a convent. A crucifix hung over the one she used, on the left. Neat stacks of paper lay on the spread of the other bed. She’d been busy. Mania eats up slumber, grabs at repose and shakes the body awake for dances, for plots, for a carousel of tales that spin on the mind’s gimbals. Sleep was ravaged, but sometimes my mother did fall into a kind of trance, a numbness showing a half-drawn eyelid, the white showing beneath the pleated pink like blank paper lying in a drawer. Her room was strewn with notes and diagrams that I hoped would be the clues to her netherworld – fictitious family trees showing her to be the daughter of Mary Baker Eddy, divine instructions, Bible verses torn and glued with cutouts from the newspaper crosswords. SEE. CRETE. ALFRED IS THE SON OF GOD DIVINE.


Her hands were always busy trying to translate her brain. ‘Fantastic,’ she would say, staring at the horizon like the Sphinx, and jot something down. Months of manic jottings. Reams of paper. The prosaic and humdrum modes of life were her alchemy. She could make rituals out of pencil and ink.


On the mirror over the low bureau something caught my eye. At first I thought it was another Infant of Prague diorama. But no, it was I, the Infant of Dolores. A baby picture of me and of my two sisters, our heads cut out, pasted to the mirror with fruit stickers, pineapples and bananas, from Dole. We were like seraphim, with crayon wings drawn around our disembodied heads and magenta lipstick applied to our lips. Our mouths were bleeding, open wounds, demented. Above our decapitated trio, my mother had written in more lipstick, ‘I like myself. Thank you, God. Tra-La!’ But what of your children? I wanted to know.


When my mother was sick, the connection between us could not be contained in a simple word like love or hate. In her illness her children were a manic memory, boiled in a manic brain. And yet the energy of her mania was no different from the energy that kept her up all night, superior to all other mothers, making us costumes for special occasions and inventing games to play with our friends. Now she had fled from me. And why not? She knew I was trying to trap her, waiting for her to make a false move. Waiting to slam her into what we both sometimes called the bin, the nuthouse, the funny farm, the Good Ship Lollapalooza. Lock the lunatics away, you think, and they will do no permanent damage to themselves or others. The damage grows inside, though, where you can only sense what is unseen, spreading like moss, or a spiked vine creeping over the brain and flaring down to the tongue.


I longed to know my mother’s secret language when she went mad. I yearned to know its passwords and frames of reference. In the last and most desperate stages of mania, my mother’s speech falls to pure sound. A guttural like Urdu, rhythmic and completely foreign. Often I can make out words, but they have no context. At such times I cannot help but go a little crazy myself. I talk to the ghosts, to the people in our lives thirty years ago, to two small girls in long grass. I mean I talk to my mother and to me. I ask us why we cannot grow up, what has happened to make the past so vexing for us both. I torture myself that she is suffering now for all the longings then, longings I helped inflict in my child life. I have become obsessed with finding her in a chiaroscuro world where, despite every art of intimacy that I have ever learned, I am in high seas. She is lost. And I cannot follow.


Yet I want to follow. For our journey, I want a map, compass, and sextant, I want a dictionary with all the common usage and formal tongues of speech in her vocabulary. I want the langue d’oc and the langue du pays, the romance and the common languette of her invented diction. I want to meet all of the people she will be meeting on her descent, as I go with her, a journalist to the last. Do I need anything in this world but notebook and pen, tape recorder and microphone? I have crossed the world dozens of times with no more than that. I am a searcher. I collect the potsherds of evidence. I take names. I want to know more about these impostors and pretenders, and what they think they are doing there dancing with my mother. Isn’t it unseemly for her to do the hula, dancing the shape of stars to music I can’t hear? And if any of her unseen partners gets fresh with her or hurts her in any way, I want to punch his lights out. Most of all, I want these creatures to be kind to my mother, not to disappoint. They must make up now for what was denied to her then.


In her well life, Dolores might say, ‘Jack, come look!’ Come look at the albino squirrel! Come look at the great blue heron! He’s a walking stick over the water, a minuet bird in the shallows of Lake Puckawasay, performing this parsed motion just for us. Dolores kneels on the sidewalk outside my grandmother’s bungalow. ‘Look how the moss rose has grown again here by the pathway where I’ve pulled it up a thousand times!’ Yesterday there was nothing but a skin of earth. Now come and look at the tenacious world blooming in her hands. And then my mother might, in a moment, a breath, slip off, growing strange gently at first and then with force, a tidal pull. It was an immanent act I could not see, the creeping voices lushly filling her, whispering, until in mere hours she was a lunatic standing stock-still at the bottom of the stairs and chattering, ‘I must be dreaming. I am getting a message in my curling iron. Is God trying to tell me something? Is he unhappy with me?’ Sometimes she would write such questions on cards, with illustrations, and tape them to her mirror. Or she’d stare, seeing the inhabitants of Lilliput, perhaps, or the other unhealed ghosts she’d meet in those transcendent grottoes.


On that December night with the gilded Christmas tree dying downstairs, I sat at my mother’s dressing table, no room for anything in my mother’s mirror but myself. I pasted a roll of pink raspberry stickers to each of my fingers, like a manicure, a roll of raspberry fingernails extended one by one to wave at my image. Her room. At first I could not sense it, but the longer I sat before the mirror I felt her stare sear me. Felt it grow hotter, and start to scar, and mutate into a kind of howl in my head. Something greater than fear clutched at my throat, and I could feel my mother embracing me, invisible, pressing my arms from behind, her flesh on mine. Once, she had attacked Kate and me in a local restaurant, although, to be fair, Kate and I had seized her by the shoulders and tried to pull her bodily past the dessert cart. She was wearing nothing but a black bra underneath a peekaboosheer blouse and a matching miniskirt. She was trying to entice. She would have succeeded. She would not come home with us. It was late. Kate and I charged. Diners gawked as the three of us wrestled over a sofa and a lamp, gouging and scratching, red grooves on our arms, a bite mark on my shoulder, blood under all our fingernails. I felt those wounds again, felt their outlines, and heard her terrible chambered laugh as I was smothered by rich skin and mussed hair and orchid perfume. She was there, pushing the air from my lungs, my mother as Durga leering in my body, and in the force of her lust I’d be obliterated. I ran from the bedroom and the house, leaving the lights on, breathing breaths I told myself were my own to breathe, no one else’s, running to the car and jacking it into reverse and roaring for the haven of my grandmother’s house.


It was almost dawn, and Mabel would be up waiting for me. Often at dawn, no matter how much she’d drunk the night before, Mabel would bake bread. I wanted to touch the roughness of her baking boards and touch the flour to my forehead as if it were Ash Wednesday. I rolled down the car window. The snow was still falling, cloaking all that was raging and burning, like the secret trembling in my head and the mother inside me. I wanted the car to fill with snow, to drive headlong into it, one hundred thousand miles an hour. Swathed in snow, wrapped around us like a beautiful winding sheet, the car and I would dive down – and then no more thought. But I saw that I was already at Lake Puckawasay, which was as still as a chapel.


Much later that morning, my sister Kate arrived at my grandmother’s and listened while I described our mother’s house. ‘I have a hunch Dolores tried to go to Las Vegas,’ Kate said. Kate lived nearest of all to my mother, but was not considered the arbiter of my mother’s destiny. She had at that time just moved back from a commune in Oregon, where she’d run naked and eaten wild plants and roots and renamed herself ‘Ka.’ Ka had acquired a sun tattoo the size of a grapefruit on her belly.


‘If you hold up a piece of cucumber, Jack, you can see the sun particles in it,’ she’d once said, doing so and squinting at it with one eye. Another time, as we were quietly riding our horses in the woods, she declared, ‘The reason I am so subservient to men is that in my previous life I was a geisha.’


But I loved Kate. I felt responsible for her, as I did for Sarah too, but Kate and I were closer in age, thirteen months apart. When Kate was small, she had been so shy that if a stranger looked at her, she’d close her eyes and stop breathing, huffing only in little gasps like a cornered animal. I have a memory of her fist in mine when she was a kindergartner, too frightened to ask the counterman for the root beer barrels and lemon drops behind his glass case. Kate closed her eyes against the world, mute. I’m six and she’s five. Sunlight sluices over her as she stands amid the tin pails and bridles of the general store, her feet making not a sound on the floorboards. Sssh! Jack, someone might hear us! Tiptoe quietly.


And then, one day, Kate turned thirteen. Her biceps balanced her on the parallel bars, her legs scissored the gymnasium air, and Kate was a star. Cheerleading, acrobatics, tumbling. The muscles corded over her. And then the jumbled kinetics of teenage years, the hoodlums on the fringe, a boy who died of alcohol poisoning as he froze sleeping in his car. Kate’s best girlfriend and three others perished in a boozy prom-night car wreck. A canyon opened in my sister. Kate swallowed pills. After high school, Kate became Ka. Layer by layer and year by year, she’d given up her shyness for an amalgamation of white witchcraft, Taoist philosophy, Rosicrucian prayer and study, vegetarianism, and whatever else she found interesting. She was brilliantly good with the tarot, she had the gift. She had her own visions. These were her defenses against my mother.


‘She’s been talking about Las Vegas for a while now,’ Kate repeated in a focused, un-Ka-like way.


I explained to my sister that I hadn’t done my usual thorough investigation at our mother’s house. ‘I had a panic attack in her bedroom. I dreamed she was devouring me, and I wasn’t even asleep. I ran out of there like there was some nighthawk at my heels.’


‘You saw the forces of darkness itself,’ Kate said, being Ka again.


‘I saw myself,’ I said. Going crazy. My mother had been completely well until the age of thirty-four. My secret, fathomless fear was that I would reach that age and follow suit. I had less than a decade to go.


I called the airport. It was closed by the descending blizzard, and that was some comfort. I sat down heavily. I was the oldest, stiffest twenty-six-year-old in human history, chastened by the limits of my mortality. My mother could fly, she had wings that stretched to the Strait of Magellan. I had braggadocio that said, ‘Only I can save her.’ But I did not know how.


‘I saw how she decorated the tree,’ said Kate, who’d visited my mother earlier that week. ‘It’s a real doozer.’ She grinned.


‘A doozer for a schmoozer,’ I said. ‘There’re some interesting food items on that dining room table too. By the way, have you seen your baby bracelet recently?’


I mulled over the Las Vegas notion. Of all the poses my mother adopted, none frightened me more for her safety than that of a certain feigned raciness. In her real life, my mother was flirtatious in a sort of Doris Day style, but an utter pot of milk on the follow-through. In her mentally ill life, she was outrageous, a cocktease, an imaginary mistress and feather-boa operator. I could just imagine her telling a blackjack dealer at Circus Circus, after she’d bet the house and lost, that Alfred of Milwaukee brewing fame would soon show up to pay the tab. Cleavage from here to South America. Say she picked up someone, a farm implement dealer from Wichita, his face a smile like a half-pulled zipper. He would regard her as booty, a crazy slot machine for combine salesmen. I saw her make an escape, talons over his eyes. When ill, she had the strength of several men. She might say that she had a Mafioso boyfriend coming over to break his thumbs. In her mind, it was just possible. Bones would be broken, or worse. I sat and thought of the headlines in the Menomenee Herald. ‘Local Woman Terrorizes Las Vegas Casino.’ ‘Six-Foot Pookas Nibble on Mob Bosses.’ The fear was bunching up again in my throat, buttoning itself in.


My grandmother interrupted my line of thinking. She came trundling up the unfinished stairs of her dank basement with a basket of laundry, in her stained pinafore and baggy anklets as resigned as a charwoman, an elderly scullery wench in servitude to my enchanted mother. Mabel’s dark green glasses, lenses the color of smoky forest glades, were askew, always a sign of alarm and rattled thoughts. Mabel looked as blanched as I felt, the rheumatism collar around her neck reeking of Ben-Gay. She took another step and emerged from the darkness, dropping the laundry basket, and her hands darted over the kitchen basin like crazed water spiders, going for her pills.


‘So,’ she said, sitting down heavily. She spilled a mess of socks into her apron, Molly Malone and her oyster shells. She took her teeth out of her mouth and put them back in. We dassn’t know where she is. She ain’t called. Kate calls and thinks she dead. Then she calls and says she’s dead. Then you call and she ain’t dead. I feel like a truck backed over me seven times. So who’s goin’ over to clean up your mother’s house? Or are you just goin’ to leave it like that?’ Kate and I got ready. Mabel had been ready for hours. Bake bread, drink a little whiskey, and go. That was Mabel. All her life she’d lived for thrills, and my mother gave her plenty of them. And not cheap ones, either.


In the end I did not want my grandmother to see Dolores’s house until Kate and I had cleaned up as much as possible. There are things that even seventy-eight-year-old mothers do not need to see or know about their daughters. The lingerie came down from the tree, except for the topmost pair of panties. We found them gaily defiant, like our mother at her best. I collected all of my mother’s scribblings (‘God is love.’ ‘Keep your hearts and minds filled with truth.’ ‘Wisdom is the principal thing, therefore get wisdom,’ Proverbs 4:7) and put them into my keepsake box, where I saved all evidence of my mother’s mental health. The torturous food was swept into garbage bags. We aired out the dining room and kitchen. I dutifully called the sheriff to say that Dolores was missing, hoping the phony car accident might rouse some interest, but clearly he was not going to look for her on a snowy Christmas Eve day unless I came up with a scenario of immediate danger. The sheriff knew my mother and had come to admire her never-say-die lunacy. His own mother was ‘that way,’ he once confided to me. Bought a condominium in Florida with a second mortgage no one knew about. She had other delusions of grandeur too, once going to the beauty parlor asking to look like Jean Harlow! Charged the equivalent of her life savings on her credit card. Once they got ‘that way,’ you had to sit back and see if they didn’t wander off buck naked. If Dolores really stabbed someone, he might come. Meanwhile, lock up the knives. He said I was to call him when things got really bad, ‘You know, if she comes home and is kind of aggressive.’
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