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            QUEEN OF NOTHING

         

         Women on their own run in Alice’s family. This dawns on her with the unkindness of a heart attack and she sits up in bed to get a closer look at her thoughts, which have collected above her in the dark.

         It’s early morning, April, windless, unreasonably hot even at this sun-forsaken hour. Alice is sixty-one. Her husband, Har­land, is sleeping like a brick and snoring. To all appearances they’re a satisfied couple sliding home free into their golden years, but Alice knows that’s not how it’s going to go. She mar­ried him two years ago for love, or so she thought, and he’s a good enough man but a devotee of household silence. His idea of marriage is to spray WD-40 on anything that squeaks. Even on the nights when he turns over and holds her, Harland has no words for Alice—nothing to contradict all the years she lay alone, feeling the cold seep through her like cave air, turning her breasts to limestone from the inside out. This marriage has failed to warm her. The quiet only subsides when Harland sleeps and his tonsils make up for lost time. She can’t stand the 4sight of him there on his back, driving his hogs to market. She’s about to let herself out the door.

         She leaves the bed quietly and switches on the lamp in the living room, where his Naugahyde recliner confronts her, smug as a catcher’s mitt, with a long, deep impression of Harland running down its center. On week­ends he watches cable TV with perfect vigilance, as if he’s afraid he’ll miss the end of the world—though he doesn’t bother with CNN, which, if the world did end, is where the taped footage would run. Harland prefers the Home Shopping Channel because he can follow it with the sound turned off.

         She has an edgy sense of being watched because of his collection of antique headlights, which stare from the china cabinet. Harland runs El-Jay’s Paint and Body and his junk is taking over her house. She hardly has the energy to claim it back. Old people might marry gracefully once in a while, but their houses rarely do. She snaps on the light in the kitchen and shades her eyes against the bright light and all those ready appliances.

         Her impulse is to call Taylor, her daughter. Taylor is taller than Alice now and pretty and living far away, in Tucson. Alice wants to warn her that a defect runs in the family, like flat feet or diabetes: they’re all in dan­ger of ending up alone by their own stubborn choice. The ugly kitchen clock says four-fifteen. No time-zone differences could make that into a reasonable hour in Tucson; Taylor would answer with her heart pounding, wanting to know who’d dropped dead. Alice rubs the back of her head, where her cropped gray hair lies flat in several wrong directions, prickly with sweat and sleeplessness. The cluttered kitchen irritates her. The Formica countertop is patterned with pink and black loops like rubber bands lying against each other, getting on her nerves, all cocked and ready to spring like hail across the kitchen. Alice wonders if other women in the middle of the night have begun to resent their Formica. She stares hard at the telephone on the counter, wishing it would ring. She needs some proof that she isn’t the last woman left on earth, the surviving queen of nothing. The clock gulps softly, eating seconds whole while she waits; she receives no proof.

         She stands on a chair and rummages in the cupboard over the refrigera­tor for a bottle of Jim Beam that’s been in the house since before she married ­5Harland. There are Mason jars up there she ought to get rid of. In her time Alice has canned tomatoes enough for a hundred bomb shelters, but now she couldn’t care less, nobody does. If they drop the bomb now, the world will end without the benefit of tomato aspic. She climbs down and pours half an inch of Jim Beam into a Bengals mug that came free with a tank of gas. Alice would just as soon get her teeth cleaned as watch the Bengals. That’s the price of staying around when your heart’s not in it, she thinks. You get to be cheerleader for a sport you never chose. She unlatches the screen door and steps barefoot onto the porch.

         The sky is a perfect black. A leftover smile of moon hides in the bottom branches of the sugar maple, teasing her to smile back. The air isn’t any cooler outside the house, but being outdoors in her sheer nightgown arouses Alice with the possibility of freedom. She could walk away from this house carrying nothing. How those glass eyeballs in the china cabinet would blink, to see her go. She leans back in the porch swing, missing the squeak of its chains that once sang her baby to sleep, but which have been oppressed into silence now by Harland’s WD-40. Putting her nose deep into the mug of bourbon, she draws in sweet, caustic fumes, just as she used to inhale tobacco smoke until Taylor made her quit.

         She raised a daughter in this house and planted all the flowers in the yard, but that’s nothing to hold her here. Flowers you can get tired of. In the record heat of this particular Kentucky spring the peonies have blown open their globes a month ahead of Memorial Day. Their face-powder scent reminds her of old women she knew in childhood, and the grave­yard. She stops swinging a minute to listen: a huffling sound is coming from the garden. Hester Biddle’s pigs. Hester lives a short walk down the road and has taken up raising Vietnamese miniature potbellied pigs for a new lease on life after her stroke. She claims they’re worth two thousand per pig, but Alice can’t imagine on what market. They’re ugly as sin and run away for a hobby, to root in Alice’s peony beds. “Go on home,” Alice says in a persuasive voice. The pigs look up.

         “I mean it,” she says, rising from the porch swing, her hands on her hips. “I’m not above turning you all into bacon.”

         In the dim light from the kitchen their eyes glow red. Pigs are turning out to be the family curse: Alice’s mother, a tall, fierce woman named Min­erva  6Stamper, ran a hog farm alone for fifty years. Alice picks up an empty flowerpot from the porch step and throws it at the pigs. The darkness absorbs it. She throws a dirt clod and a pair of pruning shears, which also vanish. Then a medium-sized aluminum bowl. Harland ordered the Cor­nucopia Of Bowls from the shopping channel for their wedding anniver­sary, so now their home has a bowl for every purpose. She picks up another one and gives it a fling. She’ll have to pick them up in the morn­ing, in front of God and the Biddles, but she wants those pigs out of her life. She finds a galvanized watering can and lifts herself on the balls of her feet, testing her calves. Alice is in good shape, despite her age; when she concentrates she can still find all her muscles from the inside. When her first husband left her the house fell apart but she and her daughter held up well, she thinks, everything considered.

         She heaves the watering can but can’t tell where it’s gone. It lands with a ding—possibly it struck a member of the Cornucopia. The red pig eyes don’t even blink. Alice feels defeated. She returns to the porch to collect her losses.

         She’s not walking away from here. Who would take her in? She knows most of the well-to-do women in town, from cleaning their houses all the years she was raising Taylor, but their respect for Alice is based on what she could tell the world about their basements. On Fridays, Alice plays poker with Fay Richey and Lee Shanks—cheerful, husky-voiced women who smoke a lot and are so thankful to still be married, if she left Harland they’d treat her like she had a virus. Minerva and the hog farm are both gone, of course, the one simply dead and buried, the other sold to pay its own debts. It depresses Alice deeply to think how people’s lives and all other enterprises, like life insurance, can last long enough to cancel them­selves out.

         A mockingbird lands on the tip of a volunteer mulberry that has grown up through the hedge. Flapping to stay balanced, he makes the long branch bob and sway like a carnival ride. His little profile flails against a horizon the color of rising dough. In the few minutes it took Alice to make an accounting of her life, dawn was delivered to this address and the automatic spotlight on Biddles’ barn winked off. No matter what kind of night you’re having, morning always wins.

         7The mockingbird springs off his mulberry branch into darkness and then materializes up on the roof, crowing to this section of the county that her TV antenna is his and his alone. Something about the male outlook, Alice thinks, you have got to appreciate. She stands with her arms crossed against her chest and observes the dark universe of the garden, which is twinkling now with aluminum meteorites. She hears the pigs again. It’s no wonder they like to come here; they get terrified down at Biddles’ when Henry uses more machinery than he needs. Yesterday he was using the hay mower to cut his front yard, which is typical. The poor things are just looking for a home, like the Boat People. She has a soft spot for refugees and decides to let them stay. It will aggravate Hester, who claims that every time they eat Alice’s peonies they come home with diarrhea.

         The neighborhood tomcat, all muscle and slide, is creeping along the top of the trellis where Alice’s sweet peas have spent themselves all spring. She’s seen him up there before, getting high on the night perfume, or imagining the taste of mockingbird. The garden Alice wishes she could abandon is crowded with bird music and border disputes and other peo­ple’s hungry animals. She feels like the queen of some pitiful, festive land.

         Welcome to Heaven.

         For the first time in years she thinks of Sugar Boss: her family tie. Sugar is a second cousin and the most famous citizen of Heaven, Oklahoma. Alice has her picture put away in the scrapbook with Taylor’s high school diploma and whatever else there is in the way of family papers. It’s an old picture cut out of Life magazine, summer of ’55. Sugar posed for a photog­rapher with a pop bottle raised to her lips and a crown of daisies in her hair, leaning against the welcome to heaven sign, and was seen all over everywhere in the advertisement. Alice saw her at the grocery checkout and couldn’t believe her eyes. She sent a letter, needing no more address than “Sugar Marie Boss, Heaven, Okla.,” and it got there, even though by then she was no longer technically a Boss but a Hornbuckle. Sugar wrote back.

         They’d spent their last years of childhood together on the farm during the Depression, along with dozens of other people who showed up at Minerva’s door once they’d run out of everything but relatives. Of all the cousins, Alice and Sugar were closest, born a mere month apart. At nine 8they could pass for twelve and got jobs at the mattress factory, where it was all young girls, sewing up the ticking and stuffing in feathers. Their arms grew muscled and the down stuck on their hair, making them look like duck girls. Those times made bonds among people. The clotheslines ran from house to house and the wash ran between families like the same drab flag repeated over and over, uniting them all in the nation of wash­tubs and rough knuckles. There was love in that life, a kind of solid hope. Children ran heedless under the flapping laundry in a nation of their own. But its Alice’s impression that most of them grew up with hungry hearts, feeling sure that one day they would run out of everything again.

         After their chance reconnection, she and Sugar shared their memories in long letters pressed into fat envelopes, but once they’d finished with the past, neither one had it in her to sustain the correspondence. Alice sus­pects Sugar’s life never reached the same elevation again; in her letters there was mention of daughters prone to pregnancy. Alice pictures a rattle­trap house and flowerbeds gone to jimson weed.

         But Sugar once put Heaven on the map, and that has to carry some weight still. Alice stretches her legs into the pale orange morning that is taking hold around her, and it dawns on her with a strange shock that she is still the same person she was as a nine-year-old. Even her body is mostly unchanged. Her breasts are of a small, sound architecture and her waist is limber and strong; she feels like one of those California buildings designed for an earthquake. As surely as her organs are in the right places, she feels Sugar is still there in Heaven. She could write her today. She’s kept feelings for Sugar, her long-lost relative who came home to her one day in the checkout line. Something like that is as bad or as good as a tele­phone ringing in the night: either way, you’re not as alone as you think.

      

   


   
      9
         
            
               
                  [image: ]

               

            

            2

            A MEAN EYE

         

         “Look up, Turtle. Angels.”

         Taylor stoops to her daughter’s eye level and points up at the giant granite angels guarding the entrance to the Hoover Dam: a straight-backed team, eyes on the horizon, their dark, polished arms raised toward the sky.

         “They look like Danny,” Turtle observes.

         “Biceps to die for,” Taylor agrees. Danny, their garbage man, is a body builder on his days off.

         “What do angels need muscles for?”

         Taylor laughs at the thought of some saint having to tote around the overfilled garbage bags of heaven. “They made this back in the thirties,” she says. “Ask Grandma about the Depres­sion sometime. Nobody could get a job, so they had this WPA thing where people made bridges and sidewalks and statues that look like they could sweat.”

         “Let’s take a picture.” Turtle’s tone warns off argument; she means Taylor will stand under the angels and she will take the photo. Taylor stands where she’s placed and prepares to smile 10for as long as it takes. Turtle concentrates through the rectangular eye, her black eyebrows stranded above it in her high forehead. Turtle’s photos tend to come out fairly hopeless in terms of composition: cut-off legs or all sky, or sometimes something Taylor never even saw at the time. When the pictures come back from the drugstore she often gets the feeling she’s gone on someone else’s vacation. She watches Turtle’s snub-nosed sneakers and deliberately planted legs, wondering where all that persistence comes from and where it will go. Since she found Turtle in her car and adopted her three years ago, she has had many moments of not believing she’s Tur­tle’s mother. This child is the miracle Taylor wouldn’t have let in the door if it had knocked. But that’s what miracles are, she supposes. The things nobody saw coming.

         Her eyes wander while Turtle fiddles. The sun is hot, hot. Taylor twists her dark hair up off her neck.

         “Mom!”

         “Sorry.” She drops her arms to her sides, carefully, like a dancer, and tries to move nothing but her eyes. A man in a wheelchair rolls toward them and winks. He’s noticeably handsome from the waist up, with WPA arms. He moves fast, his dark mane flying, and turns his chair smoothly before the angels’ marble pedestal. If she strains her peripheral vision Tay­lor can read the marble slab: it’s a monument to the men who died build­ing the dam. It doesn’t say who they were, in particular. Another panel across the way lists the names of all the directors of the dam project, but this one says only that many who labored here found their final rest. There is a fairly disturbing bronze plaque showing men in work clothes calmly slipping underwater. “Poor guys,” she says aloud. “Tomb of the unknown concrete pourer.”

         “Working for fifty cents an hour,” the wheelchair man says. “A bunch of them were Navajo boys from the reservation.”

         “Really?”

         “Oh, yeah.” He smiles in a one-sided way that suggests he knows his way around big rip-offs like this, a fancy low-paying job that bought these Navajo boys a piece of the farm.

         The shutter clicks, releasing Taylor. She stretches the muscles in her face.

         11“Are you the trip photographer?” he asks Turtle.

         Turtle presses her face into her mother’s stomach. “She’s shy,” Taylor says. “Like most major artists.”

         “Want me to take one of the two of you?”

         “Sure. One to send Grandma.” Taylor hands him the camera and he does the job, requiring only seconds.

         “You two on a world tour?” he asks.

         “A small world tour. We’re trying to see the Grand Canyon all the way around. Yesterday we made it from Tucson to the Bright Angel over­look.” Taylor doesn’t say that they got manic on junk food in the car, or that when they jumped out at the overlook exactly at sunset, Turtle took one look down and wet her pants. Taylor couldn’t blame her. It’s a lot to take in.

         “I’m on a tour of monuments to the unlucky.” He nods at the marble slab.

         Taylor is curious about his hobby but decides not to push it. They leave him to the angels and head for the museum. “Do not sit on wail,” Turtle says, stopping to point at the wall. She’s learning to read, in kindergarten and the world at large.

         “On wall,” Taylor says. “Do not sit on wall.”

         The warning is stenciled along a waist-high parapet that runs across the top of the dam, but the words are mostly obscured by the legs of all the people sitting on the wall. Turtle looks up at her mother with the beautiful bewilderment children wear on their faces till the day they wake up knowing everything.

         “Words mean different things to different people,” Taylor explains. “You could read it as ‘Don’t sit on the wall.’ But other people, like Jax for instance, would think it means ‘Go ahead and break your neck, but don’t say we didn’t warn you.’”

         “I wish Jax was here,” Turtle says solemnly. Jax is Taylor’s boyfriend, a keyboard player in a band called the Irascible Babies. Taylor sometimes feels she could take Jax or leave him, but it’s true he’s an asset on trips. He sings in the car and is good at making up boredom games for Turtle.

         “I know,” Taylor says. “But he’d just want to sit on the wall. You’d have to read him his rights.”

         12For Taylor, looking over the edge is enough, hundreds of feet down that curved, white wing of concrete to the canyon bottom. The boulders below look tiny and distant like a dream of your own death. She grips her daughter’s arm so protectively the child might later have marks. Turtle says nothing. She’s been marked in life by a great many things, and Tay­lor’s odd brand of maternal love is by far the kindest among them.

         Turtle’s cotton shorts with one red leg and one white one flap like a pair of signal flags as she walks, though what message she’s sending is beyond Taylor’s guess. Her thin, dark limbs and anxious eyebrows give her a pleading look, like a child in the magazine ads that tell how your twenty cents a day can give little Maria or Omar a real chance at life. Tay­lor has wondered if Turtle will ever outgrow the poster-child look. She would give years off her own life to know the story of Turtle’s first three, in eastern Oklahoma, where she’s presumed to have been born. Her grip on Turtle is redundant, since Turtle always has a fist clamped onto Tay­lor’s hand or sleeve. They cross through the chaotic traffic to the museum.

         Inside, old photos line the walls, showing great expanses of scaffolded concrete and bushy-browed men in overalls standing inside huge tur­bines. The tourists are being shuffled into a small theater. Turtle tugs her in for the show, but Taylor regrets it as soon as the projector rolls. The film describes the amazing achievement of a dam that tamed the Colorado River. In the old days it ran wild, flooding out everyone downstream, burying their crops in mud. “There was only one solution—the dam!” exclaims the narrator, who reminds Taylor of a boy in a high school play, drumming up self-importance to conquer embarrassment. Mr. Hoover’s engineers prevailed in the end, providing Arizona with irrigation and L.A. with electricity and the Mexicans with the leftover salty trickle.

         “Another solution is they didn’t need to grow their cotton right on the riverbank,” Taylor points out.

         “Mom!” hisses Turtle. At home Turtle whines when Taylor talks back to the TV. Jax sides with Turtle on the television subject, citing the impor­tance of fantasy. Taylor sides with her mother, who claims over the phone that TV has supernatural powers over her husband. “Just don’t believe everything on there is true,” Taylor warns often, but she knows this war is 13a lost cause in general. As far as her daughter is concerned, Mutant Ninja Turtles live in the sewers and that is that.

         
            *

         

         Outside the museum, a foil gum wrapper skates along the sidewalk on a sur­prise gust of wind. A herd of paper cups and soda straws rolls eastward in unison. Lucky Buster sits on the ramparts of the Hoover Dam, trying to fig­ure out how to save the day. People will throw anything in the world on the ground, or even in the water. Like pennies. They end up down there with the catfish. There could be a million dollars at the bottom of the lake right now, but everybody thinks there’s just one red cent—the one they threw.

         Lucky sits very still. He has his eye on a bright red soda-pop can. His friend Otis is an engineer for the Southern Pacific, and he’s warned Lucky about pop cans. They catch the sun just right and they’ll look like a red signal flare on the tracks. When you see that, you’ve got to stop the whole train, and then it turns out it’s just a pop can. Bad news.

         The people are all up above him. One girl is looking. Her round face like a sweet brown pie can see him over the wall. He waves, but she bobs behind the mother and they go away. Nobody else is looking. He could go down there now. The water is too close, though, and scares him: water is black, blue, pink, every. color. It gets in your eyes there’s so much light. He looks away at the nicer camel hump desert. Now: go.

         Lucky drops down and scoots along the gray wall that runs along the edge. One side is water, fish-colored; on the other side you fall into the hole. He is as careful as the circus girls in silver bathing suits on TV, walk­ing on wires. One foot, another foot.

         A white bird with scabbed yellow feet lands in front of Lucky. “Ssss,” he says to the bird, shaking his hands at it. The bird walks away fast, one spread foot and then the other one. Lucky is two steps away from the pop can. Now one step away. Now he’s got it.

         The bird turns its head and looks straight at Lucky with a mean eye.

         
            *

         

         The sun has dropped into the Nevada hills and rung up a sunset the color of cherries and lemons. Turtle and Taylor take one last stroll across Mr. 14Hoover’s concrete dream. Turtle is holding on so tightly that Taylor’s knuckles ache. Their hypochondriac friend Lou Ann has warned Taylor about arthritis, but this snap-jawed grip is a principle of their relationship; it won Turtle a nickname, and then a mother. She hasn’t deliberately let go of Taylor since they met.

         The water in the shadow of the dam is musky green and captivating to Turtle. She yanks on Taylor’s fingers to point out huge catfish moving in moss-colored darkness. Taylor doesn’t really look. She’s trying to take in the whole of Lake Mead, the great depth and weight of water that for­merly ran free and made life miserable for the downstream farmers. It stretches far back into the brown hills, but there is no vegetation along the water’s edge, just one surface meeting another, a counterfeit lake in the desert that can’t claim its own shoreline. In the distance someone is riding a kind of small water vehicle that seems pesty and loud for its size, like a mosquito.

         Storm clouds with high pompadours have congregated on the western horizon, offering the hope of cooler weather, but only the hope. The Dodge when they get back to it is firecracker hot and stinks of melted plastic upholstery. Taylor opens both front doors and tries to fan cooler air onto the seat. The ice-cream cone she bought Turtle was a mistake, she sees, but she’s not an overly meticulous parent. She’s had to learn mother­hood on a wing and a prayer in the last three years, and right now her main philosophy is that everything truly important is washable. She hands Turtle a fistful of fast-food napkins from the glove compartment, but has to keep her eyes on the road once they get going. The Dodge Corona drives like a barge and the road is narrow and crooked, as bad as the roads she grew up risking her neck on in Kentucky.

         Eventually they level out on the Nevada plain, which looks clinically dead. Behind them the lake stretches out its long green fingers, begging the sky for something, probably rain.

         Turtle asks, “How will he get out?”

         “Will who get out?”

         “That man.”

         “Which man is that, sweetheart?” Turtle isn’t a big talker; she didn’t complete a sentence until she was four, and even now it can take days to 15get the whole story. “Is this something you saw on TV?” Taylor prompts. “Like the Ninja Turtles?”

         “No.” She looks mournfully at the waffled corpse of her ice cream cone. “He picked up a pop can and fell down the hole by the water.”

         Taylor narrows her eyes at the road. “At the dam? You saw somebody fall?”

         “Yes.”

         “Where people were sitting, on that wall?”

         “No, the other side. The water side.”

         Taylor takes a breath to find her patience. “That man out on the lake, riding around on that boat thing?”

         “No,” Turtle says. “The man that fell in the hole by the water.”

         Taylor can make no sense of this. “It wasn’t on TV?”

         “No!”

         They’re both quiet. They pass a casino where a giant illuminated bill­board advertises the idea of cashing your paycheck and turning it into slot-machine tokens.

         Turtle asks, “How will he get out?”

         “Honey, I really don’t know what you mean. You saw somebody fall down a hole by the dam. But not into the water?”

         “Not the water. The big hole. He didn’t cry.”

         Taylor realizes what she could mean, and rejects the possibility, but for the half second between those two thoughts her heart drops. There was a round spillway where the water could bypass the dam during floods. “You don’t mean that spillway, do you? The big hole between the water and the parking lot?”

         “Yes.” Turtle’s black eyes are luminous. “I don’t think he can get out.”

         “There was a big high fence around that.” Taylor has slowed to about fifteen miles an hour. She ignores the line of traffic behind her, although the drivers are making noise, impatient to get to Las Vegas and throw away their money.

         “Turtle, are you telling me the absolute truth?”

         Before she can manage an answer, Taylor U-turns the Dodge, furious at herself. She’ll never ask Turtle that question again.

         
            * * *

         

         16Hoover’s guardian angels are in the dark now. The place is abandoned. They bang on the locked museum doors and Taylor cups her hands to see inside, but it is deserted. A huge blueprint of the dam shows elevators, maintenance towers, and on each side a long spillway looping like a stretched intestine under the dam to the river below. Taylor’s own gut feels tight. “They’ve gone home,” she tells Turtle, who won’t stop banging the door. “Come on. Show me where he fell.”

         Turtle is willing to substitute one course of action for another. The legs of her shorts whip against each other as they cross to the Arizona side, where she dripped a trail of ice cream an hour before. “There,” she says, pointing down.

         Taylor examines the throat of the spillway: a rectangular concrete fun­nel, maybe fifty feet across, whose lower end narrows into a large round hole.

         Dots of car lights twist down the mountain, looking lonely. Out over the lake, bats dip and flutter after mosquitoes. Taylor looks at the dark gullet. “Head first, or feet first?”

         Turtle ponders this. “He was walking on there.” Her finger projects a line down the retaining wall between lake and spillway. “He picked up a pop can. Then he fell down. Sideways first.” Her hand burrows into her shorts pocket, frightened of its own revelations.

         Taylor squeezes the other hand. “Don’t worry. He’s one lucky sucker that you’ve got such sharp eyes. Did you see him go all the way into the hole?”

         Turtle nods.

         Taylor feels weak-kneed, as she did looking over the parapet wall. The hardest thing about motherhood, she thinks, is that you can never again be the baby of your family, not even for ten seconds. She tries to sound steady. “Should we yell? Think he might hear us?”

         Turtle nods.

         Taylor screams: “Anybody in there? Hey!” They listen to the passive response of two million tons of concrete.

         Taylor leans farther over the rail and makes a splay-fingered megaphone with her hands, to show Turtle this is fun, and will work. “Hey! Youuu! Hello down there, can you hear me? Heyy! Got two dimes for a nickel? Whooo! Hello!”

         17From far away over the lake comes the high buzz of a motorboat. Noth­ing else. Turtle cries without making a sound.

         
            *

         

         She feels for her mother’s fingers, the one sure thing. They are standing in the dark. Taylor makes the round moon of flashlight go all over the policeman in the chair but he doesn’t wake up. Behind the metal house are machines with long animal necks, and they are sleeping too.

         “Hey, mister,” Taylor says, louder. The light slides up his brown shirt and blights out a square name badge. Then his eyes. He wakes up and goes for his gun.

         “What the fuck?”

         “Excuse me, Mister Decker, but don’t shoot us, okay? My daughter here is six and we’re real defenseless.”

         Turtle makes herself feel her mother’s hand. The man gets up and switches on a world of light. A motor sings and cries in the metal house. “What the hell you after?”

         “We’d like to report an emergency, okay? Somebody fell into the dam. Into the spillway.”

         Mister Decker stares while all his dreams run away.

         “He had on a dark shirt, and a green bandana around his head.” Taylor looks down, and Turtle touches her hair.

         “And long hair. Dark brown.”

         “Intoxicated?”

         “We don’t know. It’s not somebody we know, we’re just reporting it.”

         Mister Decker fixes his crotch. “When?”

         “Around sunset.”

         “And you decided to come tell me about it in the middle of the night.”

         “There’s nobody at the museum. It took us forever to find anybody.”

         “It’s fucking Easter Sunday tomorrow. You want a parade?”

         “Well, I’m sorry you got stuck on a dog shift, but we’re trying to report a human life in danger here.”

         “Sumbitch.”

         18Taylor clicks her flashlight on and off. “You ever think about a new line of work?”

         Mister Decker goes into the shed and makes a phone call. When he comes back out he asks, “Any more I.D. on this guy? How old?”

         Taylor asks Turtle, “How old was he?”

         Turtle looks inside her forehead. “Big.”

         “Like, a big kid? Or my age? Or older than me.”

         “Bigger than a kid. Maybe like you.”

         Mister Decker’s whole body slumps suddenly, like a sack with nothing in it. “Are you telling me you personally didn’t see the incident occur?”

         “My daughter saw the incident occur.”

         “She saw it.” He looks. “You believe in Santa Claus, honey?”

         Turtle finds her mother with the front of her face and doesn’t say. Inside her mother she feels the air rising up.

         “Sir, you’re intimidating your witness here. She saw what she says she saw. My daughter doesn’t miss much. When your boss gets here she could tell him how hilarious you looked when we found you up here snoring on your shift. So you want to take some happy pills and try acting a little nicer to us, or what?”

         
            *

         

         Hugo Alvarez, Decker’s boss, looks them over. His office is the kind of no-frills arrangement that goes out of its way to prove the Park Service isn’t wasting taxpayers’ money. Taylor makes herself sit still in the orange plas­tic chair while Mr. Alvarez takes down the facts. “Your daughter doesn’t look a thing like you,” he notes.

         She’s used to this. Strangers stare at the two of them with that inquir­ing-minds-want-to-know look, wondering if maybe they’ve seen that child on a milk carton somewhere. “She’s adopted,” Taylor says flatly.

         “Mexican-American?”

         “Indian. Cherokee.”

         Mr. Alvarez writes this down on his notepad; apparently it’s one of the facts.

         “The guy might be banged up,” Taylor points out. “Could we speed this up at all?”

         19Mr. Alvarez has a dark fringe around his bald head, and the eyes of an indifferent hound. He states with no apparent emotion, “There’s an eight-foot security fence around the spillway.”

         “We don’t know how he got over the fence,” Taylor says, trying to match his tone. The fluorescent lights seem abusive at this hour, and she squints, trying to remember the hillside near the dam. “Maybe he came the other way, down the mountain. Or off the lake.”

         “We have security personnel watching that area like hawks.”

         “No offense, but we spent the better part of this night looking for one of your hawks.”

         “It’s a holiday weekend.”

         “Happy Easter,” Taylor says. “Let’s go hunt some eggs.”

         Alvarez sighs. “I know you mean well, miss, but it doesn’t sound very probable. Somebody else would have seen it. We can’t justify calling out a rescue on this unless we have a witness.”

         “We have a witness. My daughter is the witness.”

         Alvarez rubs his nose with his pen and decides not to add anything to his log of facts.

         “She’s never told a lie in her life,” Taylor adds.

         “Frankly,” he says, “I haven’t heard her say anything.”

         “She doesn’t talk much. If you leave out all the bullshit in life, there’s not that much left to say, is there?”

         Alvarez looks at Decker again and carefully winds his watch. Taylor gets up and walks to the door and back, reining in a real need to kick a chair leg with her cowboy boot. “Do you want me to lie? Do you want me to say I saw it too? If you write that down on your report, then can you call a rescue party?”

         “Just tell me what happened. Just the truth.”

         “Just the truth is: a man fell down the spillway of your wonderful dam, today, right around sunset. My daughter saw him go in, and it would give her a better impression of the human race if you’d act like you give a damn. Because if he dies in there he’s going to be just truly dead.”

         
            * * *

         

         20On Sunday, after a few hours of cramped nightmares on the seat of the Dodge, Taylor and Turtle find the head grounds janitor in the employee parking lot coming onto his shift. Taylor likes the looks of his truck: a ’59 Ford, cherry. Maybe he’ll be the one to listen. She works in the automotive business and has noticed that people who take care of old things usually have some patience.

         “Down the spillway?” he asks. “Can’t be. We got a fence around that. I saw a guy go right over the top once, down there.” Taylor shudders, thinking of that long free-fall. “Middle of the day,” he says. “Accident. Your suicides, they mostly hop off at night. Scrambled eggs in the morning.”

         Taylor is woozy from lack of sleep and could live without the scram­bled-egg report. “This guy was about my age. Long hair. He had on over­alls and, what else? A bandana.”

         “A green bandana?” The janitor’s face comes on like someone threw a switch behind it. “Tied around his head, like this? And hair like this?” He chops his hand to his shoulder.

         Taylor and Turtle nod.

         “Oh, hell, that’s Lucky Buster.” He heads for the spillway.

         They follow him. “You know this guy?” Taylor asks.

         “Retarded guy. Oh, hell. I can’t believe this. When?”

         “Last night. You know him?”

         “He’s been hanging around here a couple weeks. I can’t believe this. He was driving me crazy. He’s a little kid in his mind, you know what I mean? He has this thing about litter.”

         Taylor yells, “Wait up!” Turtle is dragging on her fingers like a water skier. “What thing about litter?”

         “He’s nuts. Two or three times I caught him climbing around places a damn mountain goat should not be climbing around. Trying to pick up soda cans, would you believe. Oh, hell. Lucky Buster.”

         He stops at the spillway and they all look down, at nothing. The janitor is trying hard to catch his breath. “Oh, hell.”

         
            *

         

         At ten o’clock Monday morning, six volunteers from the North Las Vegas Spelunking Club, plus one paramedic with rock-climbing experience, 21emerge from the spillway on the Arizona side. It took all night to assemble this team, and they have been down in the hole for hours more. Taylor and Turtle are front row in the crowd that is pushing quilt-cheeked against the security fence. Guards shout through bullhorns for the crowd to dis­perse, attracting more new arrivals.

         The rescuers look like miners, blacked with grit. The rope that connects them waist to waist went down at dawn in yellow coils, but now is com­ing up black. Only the clinking buckles of their climbing gear catch the sun.

         The stretcher comes out of the hole as a long, stiff oval, like a loaf shoved from the oven. Lucky Buster is wrapped in rubber rescue blankets and strapped down tightly from forehead to ankles with black canvas straps, so he bulges in sections. He can’t stop blinking his eyes. That crowd on the fence is the brightest thing he has ever seen.
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            THE TRUE STORIES

         

         Ten o’clock in Kentucky: the sun has barely started thinking about Arizona. She can’t call yet. Alice has been cleaning out her kitchen cabinets since dawn. She saw something on the early-morning news that disturbed her and she needs to talk to Tay­lor. Time zones are a mean trick, she feels, surely invented by someone whose family all lived under one roof.

         Cardboard boxes crowd the linoleum floor like little barges bristling with their cargo: pots and pans, Mason jars, oven mitts, steak knives, more stuff than Alice can imagine she ever needed. The mood she’s in, she’s ready to turn out the cookstove. She doubts Harland would notice if she stopped cooking altogether. When she met him he was heating up unopened cans of Camp­bell’s soup in a big pot of water every night. It amazed her to see the cans rolling around like logs in the boiling water. “Don’t they bust?” she asked him, and he shyly put his hand on hers and allowed as how sometimes they did. His idea of a home-cooked meal is when you open the can first and pour it in a saucepan. Alice has been wasting her talents.

         23With aggressive strokes of her cleaning rag she reaches back into a high cabinet, feeling her Bermuda shorts slide up her thighs where the veins have turned a helpless blue. She’s exposing herself to no one at the moment, but still feels embarrassed that her circulatory system has to start showing this way. Getting old is just a matter of getting easier to see through, until all your failing insides are in plain view and everyone’s business. Even the ads aimed at old people are embarrassing: bathroom talk. You’re expected to pull yourself inside-out like a sleeve and go public with your hemorrhoids.

         It’s hard for Alice to picture the portion of her life that still lies ahead. Her friend Lee Shanks saw a religious call-in show about turning your life around through Creative Imaging, and Lee has been trying ever since to image a new Honda Accord. But when Alice closes her eyes she sees, at the moment, Mason jars. She knows that no woman with varicose veins and a brain in her head would walk away from a decent husband, but she’s going to anyway. Aloneness is her inheritance, like the deep heartline that breaks into match sticks across her palm. The Stamper women might sometimes think they’re getting somewhere, nailing themselves down to kin, but some mystery always cuts them loose from people in the long run. Her mother used to tromp around the farm with her eyes on the sky as if some sign up there said: freedom and happiness this way, at the end of the lonely road.

         Alice never wanted to be like her. She married young and misguided but with every intention of staying with her first husband, Foster Greer. She met him in a juke joint at the edge of the woods by the Old Miss slaughter pen, and on that very first night he danced her out to the park­ing lot and told her he was going to take her away from that smell. Between the hog farm and the slaughter pen Alice had lived her whole life within a perimeter of stench, and didn’t know what he meant. It amazed her to discover that air, on its own, was empty of odor. She breathed through her nose again and again like an addict high on a new drug, and in the narrow parting of a highway cut through Cyprus swamps they drove all the way to New Orleans before breakfast. Even now Alice can feel in her skin the memory of that crazy adventure: speeding through the alliga­tor bayous at midnight, feeling alive and lucky, as if there were only one 24man and one woman on earth this night and they were the ones chosen.

         As a husband, though, Foster wore his adventures thin. He made a career of what he called “fresh starts,” which meant getting fired from one house-framing job after another and consoling himself with Old Grand­-Dad. Anything that’s worth doing, he told Alice, is worth starting over right in a new town. And then he told her she was too much fun, as if it were her fault he could never settle down. He made Alice promise she would never try anything cute like getting pregnant, and she didn’t, for nearly ten years. It wasn’t so easy in those days; it was an endeavor. When it finally did happen, she’d known Foster long enough to know a good trade when she saw one, him for a baby He had given her fresh air, but that’s not such a gift that you have to stay grateful your whole life long. When he moved on from Pittman, Alice and the baby stayed.

         She’d believed that motherhood done fiercely and well would end her family’s jinx of solitude; Alice threw herself into belief in her daughter as frankly as Minerva had devoted herself to hogs. But kids don’t stay with you if you do it right. It’s one job where, the better you are, the more surely you won’t be needed in the long run. She looks at the clock again: seven-thirty in Tucson. She picks up the phone and dials.

         A baritone voice says, “Yo.”

         That would be Jax. Alice feels ridiculous. What she saw on TV was not about Taylor and Turtle. They are probably still in bed. “Oh, well, hi,” she says. “It’s me, Alice.”

         “Hey, pretty Alice. How’s your life?”

         “It’ll do,” she says. She never knows what she ought to say to Jax. She hasn’t met him and finds him hard to picture. For one thing, he plays in a rock and roll band. He comes from New Orleans, and according to Taylor he is tall and lanky and wears a little gold earring, but his voice sounds like Clark Gable in Gone  With  the  Wind.

         “Your daughter has fled the premises,” Jax reports. “She took the second generation and went to see the Grand Canyon. How do you like that?”

         “Then it’s true!” Alice shouts, startling herself.

         Jax isn’t rattled. “True blue. They abandoned me here to talk things over with the door hinges.” He adds, “Then what’s true?”

         Alice is completely confused. If something had happened to them, Jax 25would know. “Nothing,” she says. “Some darn thing I saw on TV. Harland had the news on and they had somebody falling over the Hoover Dam, and I could have swore there was Taylor Greer talking to the camera, just for a second.”

         “If Taylor fell off the Hoover Dam, she wouldn’t be talking to the cam­era,” Jax points out.

         “Well, no, she wouldn’t, so I got worried that it was Turtle that had fell off.”

         “Couldn’t be,” Jax says in his gentleman’s drawl. “She would never let Turtle fall off anything larger than a washing machine. And if she did, she’d be on the phone to you before the kid hit bottom.”

         Alice is disturbed by the image but feels fairly sure Jax is right. “I kept hoping they’d show it again, but Harland’s gone over to Home Shopping now and there’s no coming back from that.”

         “Could be they’re at the Hoover Dam,” Jax says thoughtfully. “She doesn’t always keep me up to date.”

         “They both did go, then? She took Turtle out of school?”

         “School is out for Easter break. They thought they’d go have a religious experience with sedimentary rock.”

         “You should have gone with them. That ought to be something, that Grand Canyon.”

         “Oh, believe me, I wanted to. But my band got a gig in a bar called the Filth Encounter, and you can’t miss something like that.”

         Alice finds herself calming down, listening to Jax. He always sounds so relaxed she wonders sometimes about his vital signs. “Well, that’s good they went,” she says mournfully. “That little girl’s already way ahead of me. I’ve never even got down to see the new Toyota plant at Georgetown yet.”

         “Is everything okay?” Jax asks.

         Alice touches her eyes. Half the time he comes across like he was raised on Venus, but his voice is wonderfully deep and slow, something she could use around the house. “Well, not really,” she says. “I’m a mess. Just crazy enough to think I was seeing my own daughter on TV.” She pauses, wondering how she can confess her troubles to someone she’s never met. It’s midmorning in an empty kitchen: the territory of lonely-hearts call-in shows and radio 26preachers for the desperate. She tells him, “I guess I’m leaving Harland.”

         “Hey, that happens. You never did like him much.”

         “I did so. At first.” She drops her voice. “Not to live with, but I thought he’d improve. Under the influence of good cooking.”

         “You can’t rehabilitate a man who collects light bulbs.”

         “No, it’s headlights.”

         “Headlights. Is that actually true?”

         “Off old cars. Any old car parts really, as long as they don’t make any noise. You should see my living room. I feel like I’ve died and gone to the junkyard.”

         “Well, come live with us. Taylor leaves all her car parts at work. We need you, Alice. Taylor hates to cook, and I’m criminal at it.”

         “There’s no hanging crimes you can do in the kitchen,” Alice says. “I give a man extra points just for trying.”

         “Your daughter doesn’t give a man extra points just for anything.”

         Alice has to laugh. “That’s a fact.”

         “She says I cook like a caveman.”

         “Well, forever more.” Alice laughs harder. Clark Gable with a gold ear­ring and stooped shoulders and a club. “What does that mean?”

         “No finesse, apparently.”

         “Well, I couldn’t move in with Taylor. I’ve told her that fifty times. I’d be in your way.” Alice has never lived in a city and knows she couldn’t. What could she ever say to people who pay money to go hear a band called the Irritated Babies? Alice doesn’t even drive a car, although few people know this, since she walks with an attitude of preferring the exer­cise.

         “I don’t think Taylor loves me anymore,” Jax says. “I think she’s got her eye on Danny, our garbage man.”

         “Oh, go on.”

         “You haven’t seen this guy. He can lift four Glad Bags in each hand.”

         “Well, I’m sure you’ve got your good points too. Does she treat you decent?”

         “She does.”

         “You’re in good shape, then. Don’t worry, you’d know. If Taylor don’t like somebody, she’ll paint the barn with it.”

         27Jax laughs. “She does wish you’d come visit,” he says.

         “I will.” Alice has tears in her eyes.

         “I do too,” he says, “I wish you would come. I need to meet this Alice. When Taylor says she wants you to live with us, I’m thinking to myself, this is ultra. Everybody else I know is in a twelve-step program to get over their dysfunctional childhoods.”

         “Well, it’s my fault that she don’t give men the extra points. I think I turned her against men. Not on purpose. It’s kind of a hex. My mama ran that hog farm by herself for fifty years, and that’s what started it.”

         “You have a hog farm in your maternal line? I’m envious. I wish I’d spent my childhood rocked in the bosom of swine.”

         “Well, it wasn’t all that wonderful. My mother was a Stamper. She was too big and had too much on her mind to answer to ‘Mother,’ so I called her Minerva, just the same as the neighbors and the creditors and the traveling slaughter hands did. She’d always say, ‘Mister, if you ain’t brung it with you, you won’t find it here.’ And that was the truth. She had hogs by the score but nothing much to offer her fellow man, other than ham.”

         “Well,” says Jax. “Ham is something.”

         “No, but she’d never let a man get close enough to see the whites of her eyes. And look at me, just the same, chasing off husbands like that Eliza­beth Taylor. I’ve been thinking I raised Taylor to stand too far on her own side of the plank. She adopted the baby before she had a boyfriend of any kind, and it seemed like that just proved out the family trend. I think we could go on for thirteen generations without no men coming around to speak of. Just maybe to do some plumbing once in a while.”

         “Is this the Surgeon General’s warning?”

         “Oh, Jax, honey, I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m a lonely old woman cleaning my kitchen cupboards to entertain myself. You kids are happy and I’m just full of beans.”

         “No, you stand by your stories. Whatever gets you through.”

         “I better let you go. Tell Taylor to send pictures of the baby. The last one I have is the one from Christmas and she’s looking at that Santa Claus like he’s Lee Harvey Oswald. I could live with something better than that set­ting on my TV.”

         28“Message registered. She’ll be back Sunday. I’ll tell her you called, Alice.”

         “Okay, hon. Thanks.”

         She’s sad when Jax hangs up, but relieved that Taylor and Turtle aren’t dead or in trouble. She hates television, and not just because her husband has left her for one; she hates it on principle. It’s like the boy who cried wolf, spreading crazy ideas faster than you can find out what’s really up. If people won’t talk to each other, they shouldn’t count on strangers in suits and makeup to give them the straight dope.

         She crosses the kitchen, stepping high over boxes of spatulas and nested mixing bowls. It looks like an estate sale, and really Alice does feel as though someone has died. She just can’t think who. Out in the den, the voice of a perky young woman is talking up some kitchen gadget that will mix bread dough and slice onions and even make milk shakes. “Don’t lose this chance, call now,” the woman says meaningfully, and in her mind Alice dares Harland to go ahead and order it for their anniversary. She will make him an onion milk shake and hit the road.
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            LUCKY BUSTER LIVES

         

         Lucky and Turtle are asleep in the backseat: Taylor can make out their separate snores, soprano and bass. She scrapes the dial of the car radio across miles of West Arizona static and clicks it off again. Suspended before her in the rearview mirror is an oblong view of Lucky’s head rolled back on the seat, and now that it’s safe to stare, she does. His long, clean hair falls like a girl’s across his face, but his pale throat shows sandpaper stubble and a big Adam’s apple. He’s thirty-eight years old; they are a woman, man, and child in this car, like any family on the high­way headed out on an errand of hope or dread. But Taylor can’t see him as a man. The idea unsettles her.

         From the moment of his rescue he has begged them not to tell his mother what happened. Angie Buster runs a diner in Sand Dune, Arizona, and over the phone sounded tired. Lucky has no idea that she has spoken with Taylor, or that she watched his body come out of the hole again and again on the TV news. Computer graphics turned the Hoover Dam inside-out for America, showing a red toy image of Lucky moving jerkily 30down into the spillway and lodging there like the protagonist of a dark-humored video game. Only Lucky and Turtle, perpetrators of the miracle, still believe they’ve witnessed a secret.

         It was Turtle’s idea to drive him home once the doctors had bandaged his sprained ankle and held him for observation. Turtle is a TV heroine now, so police officers and even doctors pay attention to her. One reporter said that Turtle’s and Lucky’s destinies were linked now; that according to Chinese belief, if you save someone’s life you’re responsible for that person forever. Taylor wonders if he was making this up. Why would you owe them more than what you’d already provided? It sounds like the slightly off-base logic you sometimes get in a fortune cookie.

         She turns the car south on Arizona 93 and picks up a signal on the radio. An oldies station, they’re calling it, though it’s playing the Beatles. If Beatles are oldie now, where does that leave Perry Como, she wonders, and all those girl groups with their broken-heart songs and bulletproof hair? As nearly as she remembers, Taylor was in kindergarten when the Beatles first hit it big, but they persisted into her adolescence, shedding the missionary suits and skinny ties in favor of LSD and little round sun­glasses. She can’t identify the song but it’s one of their later ones, with that odd sound they developed toward the end—as if their voices are coming from inside a metal pipe.

         What did he think about for a day and a half down there? Taylor can’t bring herself to imagine. Now, with his fingernails scrubbed, his red checked shirt cleaned and respectfully pressed in the hospital laundry, what he’s been through seems impossible. The doctors presumed he never lost consciousness, unless he slept. From the looks of him now, he didn’t, or not much.

         She came so close to driving away that night. Worn down by the uni­forms and beard stubble and patronizing looks, it would have been such a small thing to get back in the car and go on to Nevada. She shivers.

         The Beatles give up the ghost and Elton John takes over, his honky-tonk piano chords bouncing into “Crocodile Rock.” This one Taylor remembers from dances on the bleached wood floor of the Pittman High gym, with some boy or other who never could live up to her sense of cele­bration on those occasions. They were always too busy trying to jam a 31hand between two of your buttons somewhere. The song is about that exact war, and it excited the girls as much as the boys to hear it because you knew how Suzy felt when she wore her dresses—as the song says—tight. Like something no boy could ever touch. Taylor liked Elton John, his oversized glasses and preposterous shoes, laughing at himself—such a far cry from other rock stars with long limp hair and closed eyes and heads rolled back to the sounds of their own acid chords, going for the crucifixion look.

         Music is all different now: Jax belongs to neither breed, the Jesuses or the Elton Johns. Now they don’t just laugh at themselves but also their audience and the universe in general. Jax’s wide-eyed, skinny band mem­bers wear black jeans and shirts made of torn newspapers. Irascible Babies, pleading ignorance, just wishing they could suckle forever at the breast of a pulsing sound wave.

         Jax is a problem in Taylor’s life, though she would never say that aloud. She feels disloyal for thinking it, even. He’s the first boyfriend she’s ever had who is actually funnier than he thinks he is. He is nice to Turtle to the point that it’s nearly embarrassing. Jax is so laid-back it took Taylor months to figure out what was going on here: that he’s crazy in love with her. Possibly that’s the problem. Jax’s adoration is like the gift of a huge, scuffling white rabbit held up at arm’s length for her to take. Or a Euro­pean vacation. Something you can never give back.

         She turns southwest at the little noncity of Kingman, back toward the Colorado River or what’s left of it after all those dams, a tributary robbed blind and fighting hard to make the border. Mountains rise low and pur­ple behind the river like doctor’s-office art. She’ll follow the river south through Lake Havasu City, where some rich person, she has heard, actu­ally bought the London Bridge and shipped it over block by block to stand lonely in the desert. Eventually they’ll reach Sand Dune, where Angie Buster awaits her son. Taylor can call Jax from there and tell him about the new twist on their vacation.

         She’s not keeping close track of the radio: now it’s Otis Redding singing “Dock of the Bay.” This one always chokes her up. You can picture poor Otis looking out over the water, the terrible sadness in his voice suggest­ing he already knows he’s going to end up frozen in a Wisconsin lake 32while the fans wait and wait for his plane to come in, for the concert to begin.

         You can’t think too much about luck, good or bad. Taylor has decided this before, and at this moment renews her vow Lucky Buster is lucky to be alive and unlucky to have been born with the small wits that led him to disaster in the first place. Or lucky, too, for small wits, that allow him so little inspection of the big picture. In the ambulance on the way to the hospital, he wanted to go to McDonald’s.

         Over the phone, Angie Buster confided that Lucky had run away many times before. She asked Taylor not to repeat this to the doctors, fearing that it might interfere somehow with Lucky’s insurance. “He’s not really running away,” Angie explained, “he just don’t have a real good under­standing of where home ends and the rest of the world takes up.”

         Taylor agreed that was sometimes a tough call.

         
            *

         

         Sand Dune is not sandy so much as dusty. Everything Taylor can see in the Parker Strip is covered with dust: battle-scarred regiments of mobile-home parks, cellophane flags whipping from the boat docks, and out in the river the duckish, bobbing boats with yellow bathtub rings on their bellies. A fine silt clings even to the surface of the Colorado, proof that this river has had all the fight knocked out of it.

         The town is a congregation of swayback tile roofs and front yards blighted with the kind of short, trashy palm trees that harbor worlds of sparrows. Portions of dilapidated stucco wall stand along the road like billboards, crowded with a square-lettered style of graffiti. There’s no chance of losing her way here: the approach to Angie’s Diner is festooned with yellow ribbons and a bedsheet banner stating: happy easter lucky buster. Taylor pulls in at the motor lodge Angie told her to look for, the Casa Suerte, next door to the diner.

         “Wake up, kiddos,” she says gently. She’s afraid Lucky might bolt, but he doesn’t. He and Turtle both rub their eyes, equally children. “We’re here,” she says, and helps Turtle out of the car. She’s uncertain how to handle Lucky. He takes off in no particular hurry across the courtyard of the Casa Suerte toward the diner. At the building’s front entry is a shrine to the Vir­gin 33of Guadalupe, who is studded all over with yellow stick-on bows as if she’s been visited with some kind of pox. On the other side of the door a colorless bulldog is ensconced on a padded chair, panting in the air-condi­tioning. He stands up and barks twice. A big woman in Lycra shorts and a tight yellow T-shirt appears, arms open, to envelop Lucky like a starfish.

         “Get in here!” she shouts at Taylor, scooping a hefty arm through the air. Taylor has Turtle in hand and was hanging back to give them their reunion, but apparently this is routine. Some women have swarmed out to make a brief fuss over Lucky, while an old man stands picking the bows off the Virgin, putting them in a plastic sack to save for next time.

         Angie’s Diner is draped with paper streamers and banners welcoming Lucky home. “Get in here,” Angie repeats, once they are inside. “This pho­tographer here wants to take the little girl’s picture that saved my son’s life. Is this her?”

         “This is Turtle,” Taylor says. Turtle’s grip on her fingers is jeopardizing the blood circulation.

         “Oh, Lord,” Angie says, swamping Taylor with a hug. “I about lost my mind this time. Once he got kidnapped down to the border by some mules, and that was bad but I think this was worst. Sit, let me get you some pie. Did you all eat lunch yet? Red, get over here!”

         The counter is crowded with porcelain knickknacks, and Angie is so busty and energetic in her yellow T-shirt it seems likely she’ll knock some­thing over. A freckled man with a camera introduces himself as “Red from the paper.” He hands Taylor a copy of the Sand  Dune  Mercury and attempts to remove Turtle from her other hand.

         “It’s okay, I’ll be right here,” Taylor promises Turtle’s upturned eyes. She rubs the feeling back into her fingers and stares distractedly at the paper while Red poses Lucky and Turtle in front of the salad bar. She’s stunned when the banner headline eventually registers:

         lucky buster saved by perversering tuscon pair.

         She has to read it twice to get the intention of perversering. “Wow,” she says.

         “The papers picked it up all over the state,” Angie informs her. “Would you sit down and let me get you something to eat? You kids must be starved.”

         34Taylor follows Angie to a table near the dust-frosted window pane. Angie’s hair is dyed such a dark black that she has a slightly purple scalp, like some of Jax’s backup singers. She turns around suddenly and tells Taylor in a quieter voice, “I owe you for this. You just don’t know, that boy means the whole world to me.”

         Taylor is startled by the tears in Angie’s eyes and can only think to say, “Thank you.” For no physical reason Taylor can work out, Angie reminds her of her own mother. It must be nothing more than the force of her love. Angie goes to retrieve Turtle and Lucky from the photographer and deliver them both to the table. Lucky looks ecstatic, and surprisingly so does Turtle.

         “Everybody’s real proud of you,” Taylor tells her.

         “I know. I saved my friend Buster.” She swings her feet against the legs of her chair. Lucky reaches out and strokes Turtle’s shoulder twice. Taylor thinks of the reporter’s fortune-cookie prediction that Turtle’s life has been changed forever.

         Angie doesn’t take any orders, she just brings food. Lucky leans so eagerly over his mashed potatoes that Taylor has to look away. This must be what people dislike about the retarded: they get straight down to the animal business of life, revealing it for what it is. Taylor admits to herself how hungry she is.

         Angie brings over a customer named Collie Bluestone. “He’s a real good rooster fighter,” Angie says by way of introduction.

         “No,” he says modestly, sitting down. “I don’t fight them. I sew them up afterward.”

         Taylor is intrigued by the man’s mystifying profession and the scar on his neck. He’s handsome in the same way Jax is, thin and knuckly. On men it works, it can be sexy. “I used to go to cockfights,” she tells him. “Well, once I did. In somebody’s barn, in Kentucky. On a blind date.”

         Collie makes an odd noise, a sort of a hiss, but he is smiling so it’s apparently not a threat. “I hope your date turned out better than the chicken’s.”

         “Not a whole lot better, but thanks. It’s not too legal back there. Is it legal here? Or just kind of a hobby?”

         “The fights aren’t up here,” he says. “They’re down by the Crit reserva­tion. 35That’s where I live. I just come up here ever so often to check on Angie.”

         Taylor speculates on the relationship of Angie Buster and Collie Blue­stone, and wonders briefly if Collie is Angie’s chicken supplier, but decides not to ask. Turtle is eating as if she hadn’t been fed since the change of seasons. Taylor is positive they had breakfast. “What kind of Indian is Crit?” she asks Collie. “I never heard of them.”

         Collie makes the same noise again. “C-R-I-T, it stands for Colorado River Indian Tribes, which there aren’t none. It’s a fake tribe made out of whoever got left out when they carved up the territory. It’s like if they called everybody in a prison ‘the Leavenworth family.’”

         “Oh. Sorry I asked.”

         “Well, everybody’s got to live someplace, right? There’s some Hopi, Navajo, Mojave.”

         “And everybody gets along okay?”

         “We marry each other, but we don’t get along.”

         Angie arrives again with more food and men. She introduces the men but Taylor doesn’t catch their names, only their hands to shake as they sit down. One of them wears a dog-colored cowboy hat and keeps putting his arm around Angie’s waist. “Did you see that London Bridge up at Lake Havasu?” he asks.

         Lucky pipes up suddenly with his cover story. “Mom, I accidentally walked on the railroad tracks to Havasu.”

         Angie and all the men throw their mouths open and laugh. Lucky joins in, enjoying his own joke, since that’s what it turned out to be. Angie wipes her eyes and it gets very quiet.

         “We didn’t stop this morning to look at the bridge,” Taylor says. “I’ve heard about it, though. Some guy really did buy it and bring it over here?”

         Lucky quietly sings, “London bridges falling down.”

         “Some fat cat,” says the man in the cowboy hat. “And here’s the thing. After he bought it, he decided he had to get it cleaned. He said it cost more to clean it than to buy it.”

         “I had a jacket like that one time,” Taylor says, feeling a certain pressure to keep the conversation going.

         “Set down,” cowboy hat tells Angie. Ordering people around seems to 36be the m.o. of Angie’s Diner. “Tell them about the time Lucky run off with the Hell’s Angels.”

         “He didn’t run off with them, either.” Angie crosses her arms and doesn’t sit.

         “I want to hear about the mules that kidnapped him in Mexico.” Taylor looks uneasily at Lucky, after she’s said this, but he is beaming. This is his element, The window illuminates his face, raising the color of his eyes to a gas-flame blue.

         “Oh, honey, that was unbelievable,” Angie says. “They told him they was going to shoot him.” Taylor tries to imagine stubborn four-legged animals with guns, until Angie explains that mules are men who have something to do with drug running. “If you’re anywheres near Mexico and someone shoots you for no apparent reason,” she says knowledgeably, “they’re a mule.”

         
            *

         

         Taylor is relieved to be home in one piece. She and Jax sit up in bed with his tape of They Might Be Giants turned down low, so they’ll hear when Turtle has fallen asleep in the next room. Turtle talks herself to sleep nearly every night in a quiet language no one can understand. Over the years, Taylor and Alice have had many long-distance phone calls about motherhood. Alice told her not to worry when Turtle was three and still didn’t talk, or later, when she did talk but would say only the names of vegetables in long, strange lists. Alice still says there’s nothing to worry about, and she has always been right before. She says Turtle is talking over the day with her personal angels.

         They hear Turtle sigh and begin to hum a low, tedious song. Then they hear the clunk of her comfort object, a flashlight she calls Mary, which she has slept with since the day she found it years ago in Taylor’s employer’s truck.

         “I missed you,” Taylor tells Jax. “Compared to what I’ve been through lately, you seem normal.”

         He kisses her hair, which smells like a thunderstorm, and her shoulder, which smells like beach rocks. He tells her, “Sex will get you through times with no money better than money will get you through times with no sex.”

         37“The thing I really missed was your jokes.”

         “I missed your cognitive skills,” he says. “And your syntax. Honestly, that’s all. Not your body. I despise your body.” He drawls on purpose, sounding more southern than he needs to, though he can’t match the hard-soft angular music of her Kentucky hills.

         “Well, that’s sure a load off my mind,” she says, laughing, shuddering her dark hair off her shoulders without self-consciousness. She’s the first woman he’s ever known who doesn’t give a damn how she looks, or is completely happy with the way she looks, which amounts to the same thing. Usually women are aware of complex formulas regarding how long the legs should be in relation to the waist in relation to the eyelashes—a mathematics indecipherable to men but strangely crucial to women. Tay­lor apparently never took the class. He wishes he could have been there when she was born, to watch the whole process of Taylor. He lies across the bed with his head in her lap, but when he realizes she’s looking at his profile, turns his face away. Although he rarely sees it himself, he knows his profile is unusual and even startles people: there’s no indentation at all between his forehead and the bridge of his nose. Taylor says he looks like an Egyptian Pharaoh, which is exactly what she would say, with no apolo­gies for never having seen any actual Egyptian art. Taylor behaves as if what she believes, and what she is, should be enough for anyone.

         She’s not the first woman on earth to insist on his good looks; that’s not why he is in love with her. Jax has broad shoulders and hands that appar­ently suggest possibilities. He’s proud that he can reach an octave and a half on a piano like Franz Liszt; his one gift is largeness. When his band performs, women tend to give him articles of their clothing with tele­phone numbers inked on the elastic.

         “You think she’s asleep?”

         Taylor shakes her head. “Not yet. She’s having trouble relaxing. I learned a lot about her breathing on this trip.”

         “You’re picking up certain character traits from your friend Lou Ann.”

         Lou Ann Ruiz, who is like a second mother to Turtle, tends toward an obsession with health and safety. But to her credit, Jax allows, Lou Ann is making bold changes in her life: she recently got a job at an exercise salon called Fat Chance and now wears Lycra outfits in color combinations that 38seem dangerous, like the poisonous frogs that inhabit the Amazon.

         “Is now a good time to tell you about the phone calls?”

         “What phone calls?” Taylor asks, through a heartfelt yawn.

         “The approximately four thousand calls that have come in since you achieved national prominence on Monday.”

         “Oh, right.”

         “You think I’m kidding.” Jax gets out of bed and rifles through the mess of music and lyrics on his desk. Sometimes, in his nightmares, everything on this desk sings at once. He comes back with a legal pad and his horn-rimmed glasses, and reads.

         “Lou Ann: wants to know if you took Dramamine for Turtle because she threw up that time in the car. Lou Ann again: to tell you never mind, it was her son that threw up in the car.”

         “Lou Ann often called me before I was famous.” Taylor presses her mouth against her kneecap. Sometimes when she’s concentrating on something else she seems to be kissing her own knees, or the backs of her hands. Jax has tried it out in private, to see how it feels to love oneself unconsciously.

         “Okay,” he says, “I’m skipping all the Lou Anns.” He runs his finger down the page. “Charla Rand from the Phoenix  Gazette. Marsh Levin from the Arizona  Daily  Star. Larry Rice, photographer from the Star. Helga Carter from the Fresno  Bee.”

         “The what? I don’t believe this. What do they want?”

         “The story of the year. A suspense-movie plot with endearing charac­ters, a famous tourist landmark and a happy ending.”

         “Shit. Is that all of them?”

         “Almost. There are five more pages.”

         “Skip over the Queen  Bee  News exetera.”

         “Check. Skip the Queen  Bee  News and the Lou Anns.” He turns a couple of pages and then flips back. “Oh, your mother. She called before I’d started writing everything down. She thought she saw you on the news.”

         “In Kentucky? That can’t be.”

         “Well, basketball season’s over.”

         “Lord, it must have scared the bejesus out of her.”

         “Don’t worry, I’m very good in crisis situations. I told her she was hallu­cinating. 39Then after I heard, I called her back and told her you and Turtle pulled through without a scratch.”

         “It’s not like we fell down any holes.”

         “She won’t completely believe that till she hears from you.”

         Taylor smiles. “I’ll call her in the morning.”

         “She wants a new picture of Turtle. Her theory is that in the one you sent Santa Claus looks like Sirhan Sirhan.”

         “No, like Lee Harvey Oswald.”

         He looks at her, takes off his glasses and throws the notepad on the floor. “How did you know that?”

         “I lived with her twenty years. I know what she’d say.”

         “You two ought to be in the National  Enquirer. telepathic mother-daughter duo receive messages through fillings.”

         “We’re just close.”

         “Perversering mother-daughter duo.”

         “Would you please shut up? You’re jealous of everything, even my mother.”

         “Did you and Turtle really persevere perversely?”

         “I’m going to be sorry I let you keep a scrapbook.”

         “It’s great material. Oh, and another news flash also: She’s leaving her husband.”

         Taylor stares at Jax. “Who? My mother is leaving Harland? Where’s she going? Is she coming here?”

         “You didn’t get the message through your fillings?”

         “She’s leaving him? Where’s she going?”

         “I don’t know.” He closes his eyes. “Not here. She sounded a little sad.”

         “I have to call her right now.”

         She shoves his head off her lap, but Jax catches her around the waist and pulls her back onto the bed. “It’s two in the morning there, sweet thing. Let her sleep.”

         “Damn it. I hate time zones. Why can’t they just make it the same time everywhere at once?”

         “Because if they did, somewhere on earth some poor musicians would have to sleep at night and go to work in daylight.”

         Taylor relaxes a little against Jax, who puts his arms around her. He 40spreads his hands across the bony marimba of her ribs, wishing for the music they hold. “Are you in love with our garbage man?” he asks.

         “Danny! Oh, pew, his truck smells like compost city.”

         “Uh huh. So you’re saying you would be in love with him, if his truck smelled better.”

         “Jax, why do you do this?”

         “I’m thinking you’ll leave me, now that you’re famous.”

         “A world-famous employee of a car-parts store.”

         “You’re the manager. Don’t sell yourself short. You don’t need me.”

         She strokes his kneecap, which is angular and hard as a box terrapin. “Jax, honey, I never did,” she says.

         “I know.”

         “Or Danny, or Bruce Springsteen, or the man in the moon. It’s nothing personal.”

         “I know. It’s because of your mother’s guiding myth.”

         “What’s that?”

         “That the women in your family need men only as a remedy for minor plumbing irritations.”

         “Well, maybe that’s true. And I’m here in your bed anyway, how about that,” she says. It is, technically, his bed; she got rid of hers in a yard sale when she and Turtle moved into Jax’s tiny house at the edge of town. She tips her head back until it rests against his chin. “So will you shut up about my leaving you, and is that all the big news you have for this evening?”

         “I’ll show you big news,” he says, delicately biting the nape of her neck. He lifts her breasts, which fit perfectly into his hands, though he knows this is no promise that he gets to keep them. A million things you can’t have will fit in a human hand. He lets her go, gently. “No, that’s not all. There’s something else, but we can talk about it tomorrow.”

         Taylor’s pulse jumps. “What?”

         “Really, you do not want to hear about it now.”

         “Don’t tell me what I want.”

         “Okay. Oprah Winfrey called.”

         She laughs, relieved. “Did she? I’ve been neglecting her and I feel awful about it.”

         41“It’s not a joke. Oprah Winfrey called. Not Oprah, but one of her pro­ducers, or researchers or something. They’re doing a show called ‘Chil­dren Who Have Saved Lives.’”

         “Would you please save the hooha for your screaming fans?” She settles back against his chest.

         “I agree with you, it’s one of the weirder things I’ve heard of. They want you and Turtle to come to Chicago.”

         It dawns on Taylor that Jax is not making up Oprah Winfrey. “Why would we want to go to Chicago?”

         “It’s a happening town. You could show Turtle the Museum of Science and Industry. Since she got short-sheeted on the Grand Canyon.”

         “What would I say on national TV?”

         “Most of the time you strike me as having no shortage. What would you like to say on national TV?”

         “Would they let me say anything?”

         “Well, it’s not Geraldo.”

         “I’m serious. Could I say what I wanted to, do you think?”

         “She’d probably want you to stick to the general theme of children who have saved lives.”

         “That’s a very weird subject,” Taylor points out. “How many could there be?”
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