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We had been driving for four days when I decided to kill my mother. I had been considering it ever since we left Mississippi, and when I saw Guadalupe Slough for the first time, the only thing restraining me was that Thalia, my kid sister, was in the back seat. I’d have had to kill her, too. And Thalia wasn’t guilty of anything worse than trying to be cheerful.


But Guadalupe Slough overcame even her powers of denial.


“Oh my God,” Thalia said. “Where are we, Mama?”


It had been a long haul from Mississippi, with a lot of night driving, and a lot of fighting between Mama and me. Thalia had basically kept her mouth shut. Poor kid—wedged into the back seat of Mama’s ancient Volkswagen bug, Thalia hadn’t made much more noise than the cardboard boxes and paper bags that filled the rest of the space. Less, actually. The boxes rattled.


But Mama and I had managed to fill the two thousand miles’ worth of silence with conversation. Pretty much the same conversation. It went something like this:


ME:        Mama, this is crazy. Running away to California is not the answer. And besides, I’m sixteen. That’s old enough to decide who I want to stay with, and I want to stay with Daddy. Turn around and take me home.


MAMA: Elektra, I’m sorry you can’t appreciate what I’m doing for you. I’m sorry you can’t appreciate what an adventure this is, and I’m desperately sorry that you can’t appreciate the favor I’m doing in rescuing you from Mississippi. But whether you can appreciate any of those things or not, they’re part of your life now, and you’re going to have to accept them even if you don’t want them. Trust me, in a year, you’re going to thank me.


ME:        I will never thank you for taking me away from everything I’ve ever known.


MAMA: That’s part of the trouble: Mississippi is all you’ve ever known.


ME:        Mississippi has everything that makes life worth living for me.


MAMA: You, young woman, were turning into a Southern belle. And I will not have a daughter of mine go down that road.


ME:        I was not. And there’s nothing wrong with being a belle. I want to go back home.


MAMA: No.


That was pretty much the essence of it, from the time we left home, all the way across Louisiana and into East Texas. By the time we got to West Texas, the conversation had been edited down a bit.


ME:        Mama, this is kidnapping.


MAMA: You wish, Elektra.


ME:        I want to go home. Take me back to Daddy now.


MAMA: I’ve already explained to you about five hundred times why that isn’t going to happen.


ME:        You haven’t explained anything to me once. All you do is keep repeating that it is happening. And I want to know why.


MAMA: I’ve explained it.


ME:        No you haven’t.


By the time we were crossing Arizona, our discussion had been refined further.


ME:        Mama, I want to go home now.


MAMA: Elektra, I don’t give a damn what you want.


ME:        That is so obvious.


And when we started the long, long drive north from Los Angeles, which was choked by traffic and smog, we had developed a sort of spoken shorthand.


ME:        Mama—


MAMA: Shut up.


All the while, Thalia in the back never said anything but an occasional “Look at that.”


She said it when we crossed Lake Pontchartrain, which was so big that when you were in the middle of the causeway, you couldn’t see the shore you’d come from or the shore you were going to. (Which, now that I think of it, summed up our situation perfectly.) She said it when we got lost in San Antonio and drove past the Alamo while trying to find our way back to Interstate 10. (It takes a kind of talent to lose an entire transcontinental highway. My mother has this talent.) She said it when we saw our first mesa in New Mexico, our first saguaro cactus in Arizona, and our first Joshua tree in the California desert.


Mama and I both knew why she was doing it; she was trying to make this trip seem like the adventure Mama wanted it to be. My poor baby sister was afflicted with the desire to make everything better, always. She had been trying to accomplish this transformation of life for her entire thirteen years. This would have been less of an impossibility for her if she had not been born into our family. My father is Nikos Kamenides, one of the greatest scholars of ancient Greek tragedy in the country. His wife, our mama, Helen, was an unpublished poet and novelist. I was a sixteen-year-old girl in a very bad mood. For all of us, life was tragedy. And right now we were living it out in a higher gear than usual.


I knew why Mama had left Daddy: because Daddy wouldn’t leave Mississippi. He was the most outstanding scholar Cleburne College had, and they all knew it. He got privilege and respect like nobody else on campus. He could have gone to a bigger, more famous school, but there he would have been with a lot of other high-powered types like himself. At Cleburne, he was unique.


Mama wanted to be unique, too, but as the years went by and nothing happened with her writing, she started to blame it on Mississippi.


“I’ll never make it here,” she’d complain. “I need to dwell in possibility. I need New York, or California. Hell, I need Minneapolis. Any place with people who are serious about writing. Hell, serious about anything worth being serious about. Painting, music, dance, for God’s sake. This place is going to kill me.”


“Emily Dickinson, whom you just abused by twisting her words, dwelled in possibility in the same house in the same town her whole life,” Daddy would respond. “So can you, if you want to. We’re staying.”


And this became the theme of my parents’ marriage—a theme they expanded on until, like the Curse of the House of Atreus, it touched everything outside itself and poisoned it. The Curse of the House of Kamenides.


My parents weren’t from Mississippi the way Thalia and I were. Daddy was from Toronto. Mama came from Seattle. Daddy loved Cleburne, Toronto, and Greece. Mama felt trapped in a foreign country, she said. She also said things like, “General Sherman should have done a better job on this place”—though she said that mostly just to us.


So things had gone on that way until last year, when Daddy had taken us all to Greece for his sabbatical. After we came back from that, life was different, and worse. Each of our parents seemed to be keeping secrets from the other, and from us. After a few months, they started marriage counseling, but it didn’t seem help. The “D” word hung unspoken over everything.


Then one day some slightly mysterious deal came into the plot; Mama and Daddy were “probably going to separate,” and Mama would be leaving if that happened. They didn’t tell us any more than that.


I decided that, if it came to a split, I was staying. Why would I do anything else? I loved Daddy more than Mama, and I loved Mississippi. Even though things at home were bad, I loved my life. I had made my decision, whatever Mama and Daddy might do.


So why did I get in the car in the first place? Because I’d had no idea that my parents were going to tell me to do it until they did it. Until they summoned Thalia and me into the living room and told us, as though they’d rehearsed the lines, that Mama was leaving, and we were going with her, right then.


Their voices were low and calm and the air in the room felt ready to explode.


Thalia didn’t say anything. She only gulped.


“Noooo,” I said, “I’m staying here. With you.”


“No, Elektra,” Daddy said. “You are not. Please do as your mother and I say.”


When Daddy said that, I didn’t know what else to do but pack and get into the car, crying, while Daddy stood in the driveway looking sad and shouting that he loved us. Then he turned away so we wouldn’t see his tears.


So, here we were, like three Trojan women, on our way to a foreign land we knew nothing about. I had not asked for this, and I hated Mama for doing it to me. I did not want to dwell in possibility. I wanted what I had. I wanted our big brick house on the edge of town, where deer came up to the windows at breakfast and the low, green hills were covered with trees and the trees wore Spanish moss. I wanted my friends, Tracy, Shawna, and Iris. I wanted my sense of myself as a part of Cleburne, and as the daughter of a great scholar. I couldn’t accept the idea that all that had been taken from me. I would never accept it.


By the time we were in Louisiana, I was demanding to be taken home. Daddy hadn’t meant what he’d said. He’d been blindsided and bullied by Mama. He’d just wanted to keep things from getting even worse than they were at that exact moment. He was probably already regretting what he’d done. Hadn’t he cried?


Something weird was going on. I kept texting him and getting no answers. And when I did the same to Tracy and Shawna and Iris, letting them know what had happened to me, only Shawna responded.


GOOD LUCK GF. Can’t talk now. S.


My other two best friends didn’t even do that. It made no sense. None.


Still, once we were on the California coast, I began to think there was an outside chance that Mama might be onto something, even though I would never, ever, have said so aloud.


For one thing, I mean—dude—it was California. Have you ever seen a TV series about Mississippi? One that didn’t feature burning crosses? And here was LA in all its crowded, smoggy promise. Melrose Avenue. Hollywood Boulevard, Topanga Canyon. We didn’t see any of those things, but the big green road signs told us they were there, just beyond our sight. And the ocean, not the Caribbean Sea, but the Pacific Ocean, was on our left shoulder playing tag with the highway. Not wine-dark like the sea of Homer’s epics, but gray and calm and powerful as life and death, it told us we had come as far as we were going to get. And when we saw it for the first time, and Thalia said, “Look at that,” both Mama and I said, “Yeah.”


And then as LA thinned out and the oak-studded mountains and blue skies appeared, the country started singing a strange new song, with words I couldn’t quite hear and wouldn’t have known if I had heard them. But the golden hills studded with oak trees seemed familiar somehow—they made me think of the shields of ancient Greek warriors. I wished that Daddy had been here, so I could have said that to him. He would have been proud of me.


The mood in the Volkswagen lightened slightly. Just slightly.


Then came San José. At rush hour. Highway 101, which had been a long, graceful sweep of driving ever since we’d left Ventura, turned into a parking lot. I don’t mean the traffic slowed. I mean, it stopped. For more than an hour. Three lanes going north, going nowhere. There was a huge semi on one side of us and a gigantic gray SUV on the other, just right for crushing Volkswagens. Behind us was a white panel truck with a plumber’s sign on the front, and ahead of us was car after car after car, none of them moving.


The Volkswagen did not have air conditioning.


The slightly lightened mood returned to its previous level.


ME:        My God, how do people live like this?


MAMA:


ME:        You would think that in a place like this, people would at least drive intelligently.


MAMA:


ME:        Do you realize that we are absolutely trapped here? We are wide open to terrorist attack. Hell, this may be a terrorist attack, for all we know. How hard would it be to—


MAMA: Shut up or get out and walk.


ME:        Walk? Walk where? I’m two thousand miles from my home.


THALIA: Look at that.


Sirens blaring, lights flashing, a pair of police cruisers slowly edged past the frozen river of metal. The shoulder gave them just enough room to get by. Behind them came a blue ambulance so huge it seemed too big to follow. But somehow it did. The cruisers and the ambulance slowly disappeared, leaving their fading howls behind to keep us company.


Then, after another hour, which felt like a week, the lane next to us began to move. Inches. And after another long time, the car in front of us moved. And we moved to where it had been. And stopped.


ME:        I’m hungry.


MAMA:


THALIA: Want some crackers?


ME:        No. I want dinner. It’s time.


MAMA:


THALIA: There’s some apples.


MAMA: When we get where we’re going, we’ll find a place to eat. In the meantime—


ME:        Shut up?


MAMA: Yes.


THALIA: Mama, would you like an apple?


MAMA: Thalia, shut up.


It was after seven o’clock when we finally passed the line of wrecked cars pulled to the side and scattered glass and car parts still blocking one lane. At last, the road opened up.


I couldn’t believe how bright it still was. Back home, the shadows would be wrapping everything in night by now.


“I’m north,” I thought. “This is the North.” That shining blue sky made me feel farther from home than ever.


Traffic was moving quickly now, and the off-ramps ticked by. There were a lot of them. There was nothing much to see along the highway—just a lot of treetops, electric signs, and square buildings—but at least we were moving. And at last we saw the sign that said GUADALUPE SLOUGH NEXT RIGHT.


We swung off 101, looped around, and headed west with the sun in our eyes. And before I could complain—“Another highway? How much farther are you going to take us?”—a sign that read GUADALUPE SLOUGH, and an arrow pointing right, told me I was too late.


Mama followed the arrow, and suddenly we were in another world.
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It looked like any small town might, if that small town had been built by a lost civilization of aliens equipped with a whole pile of do-it-yourself books they hadn’t been able to read. They’d built everything by studying the pictures.


In some places, they had built Victorian houses, two-storied and painted white, up on mounds of earth twenty feet high. Other places, like down on the broad, silent streets, were small, square stucco houses with flat roofs and a single tall cactus growing by the door. A few resembled log cabins, including a tiny one right on Main Street that had signs that read PUBLIC LIBRARY and PAY YOUR UTILITIES HERE. Next door to the library was a fire station that looked like a barn. The engine, which I could see through the station’s open doors, was like something Mickey and Donald might have driven to a fire. Cute, but did it work?


On the opposite side of Main Street was a big mural portraying Aztec warriors—or maybe the aliens—in possible battle with a volcano. Below the mural was a restaurant and a sign that read EL DINER. And next to the diner stood a long, stucco building with huge snakes painted all along its roof line. The word MERCADO hung over the doors.


When we turned off the main street, I spotted a second restaurant, this one larger and painted pink with a blue electric sign that said ALIX’S. Alix’s held down the southwest corner of the little town, and the freeway was not far off in that direction. We turned back around and followed the street north toward the bay. In the northwest corner of the town, we discovered a ruin of tumbled bricks that had apparently been built as a castle for birds. Anyway, every swallow in California was swooping in and out of the holes in the walls that were left standing. Continuing along the bay driving east, there was a flat, dusty path and a couple of metal picnic tables close to the edge of the water. No doubt this was what passed for a park.


Now, understand, this whole town was not more than six blocks one way and four blocks the other. Believe me when I tell you that there was no other traffic on the wide, cracked streets. Then explain to me how a woman with two master’s degrees, a valid driver’s license, and forty-one years of life experience can fail to find the street she is looking for.


We ground up and down and back and forth, passing the market, the fire station, the library that Daniel Boone had built with his own hands, and the big pink restaurant, so many times that we qualified as long-time residents. Thalia even stopped saying “Look at that,” because we had, we had.


I tried to fill the silence by saying “restaurant” and “diner” every time we passed either one. But Mama, who had apparently decided to starve us to death to save money, ignored my attempts to be helpful.


Then, somehow, we turned a corner and found ourselves on Bodega Street, which was where we had wanted to be all along, and, was, of course, where we had been a few times already. It was the street that ran along the edge of the bay from the pile of bricks and swallows to the picnic benches. And between these, looking sad, lost, and crazy, sat the Vista del Mar Marina.


Say “marina” and you mean “boats.” Trim, beautiful white and blue sailboats with their masts crowding together making a floating forest. Say “Vista del Mar Marina” and you mean something very different.


Vista del Mar Marina was a string of derelict hulks—sailboats, cabin cruisers, fishing boats—sinking into the mud, angled one way or another, surrounded by thin green reeds. If those boats had ever sailed, they had forgotten how to long ago. Some of them had awnings or extra rooms built onto their decks, even porches, hanging over the bows or sterns or lopsidedly along the decks. Others just looked abandoned. Their owners had disappeared like the crew of the Mary Celeste, and they had drifted into the bay with their engines still running and food on the tables. There, they had hit the mud bank, become trapped in the muck, and died.


They all lay there like drunken friends, about twenty of them in one ragged line in the mud and the reeds. Fifty yards beyond them, the water lapped in tiny, froth-covered waves.


“This can’t be it,” Mama said. “This is not it.”


She stopped the car and looked hard at the hand-drawn map in her hand. “Bodega Street. Vista del Mar Marina. Slip 19.”


“There is nothing else on this so-called street, Mama,” I said. “This is what you have brought us to.”


“It can’t be,” Mama said again.


“Mama, look at the map,” I said. “Bodega Street. That’s the bay. And in between, the word ‘Marina.’ This. Is. It.”


Mama didn’t answer. She got out of the car and slammed the door. I did the same.


“Hey, damn it. Don’t leave me back here,” Thalia said, pushing the seat forward and herself out.


My legs were acting like origami in reverse, trying to unfold into their original shapes. My head was aching from the noise of the road and the engine. I was hungry and thirsty.


And yet, a small flame of hope kindled itself within me. Mama had purchased a boat sight unseen. These were not boats.


But this was the marina. No other place nearby that could be. Therefore, this had all been some kind of four-day nightmare and we would now start back to Mississippi and our father and our friends.


Next week, I would be back at Makar’s Fine Coffees with my set—Tracy, Iris, and Shawna—sitting over our mochas and laughing at my crazy mother. Oh, yes, please.


Mama was pacing up and down slowly along the sidewalk-less street.


“We need to ask directions,” she said.


“Ask who?” I said. “This whole place is deserted.”


Then, I saw that it wasn’t. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man move. He ran—crouching over, wild hair flying behind him—and hid behind one of the boats. The whole thing only lasted a second, but that was long enough to see he was carrying a rifle.
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“Mama, there’s a man with a gun,” Thalia said, pointing.


But there was nothing to see now. Just the cattails waving in the wind off the sea.


“Oh, God,” I said. “We’re going to get murdered.”


What Mama might have said or done then, I would never know, because another man appeared. He was shortish and bearded, but it looked like he had a nice face under the curly hair covering it. His glasses were round with silver metal rims. He was standing about ten feet above us on a platform that stuck out from the second story that had grown out of his boat.


It looked like it might have been a big cabin cruiser once, but the glass was missing from most of the windows and had been replaced by plywood. An old swivel chair was attached to the top of the cabin, and a low roof of corrugated fiberglass on four-by-fours covered the open stern.


Mama immediately turned to him and said, “Excuse me, please. I’m trying to find the Vista del Mar Marina. Slip 19. Can you help me?”


The man looked down at us. He seemed surprised to see us, but at least he wasn’t hiding in the reeds with a rifle that was probably aimed at us at this moment. Thinking of that, I went and stood behind the Volkswagen, hoping it was bulletproof.


“The Vista del Mar Marina?” the man on the platform said. “There’s no such place. Oh, no. Wait a minute. I mean, there’s no such place, but you’re here. That’s Slip 19 right there. We’re next-door neighbors. Anyway, we’re going to be for the next few minutes.”


I had no idea what he meant by that last statement, and I didn’t care.


“Excuse me, sir, there’s a man with a gun hiding behind your boat,” I shouted.


“Oh. That’s Ralph. He’s all right. Well, he’s not all right. But the gun is. It doesn’t shoot. Probably not, anyway.”


“How do you know it doesn’t shoot?” I said.


“Because most of his don’t,” the man said.


I had been to enough faculty parties back home to know this man was drunk.


“Sir, my girls and I have just driven two thousand miles from Mississippi,” Mama said. “We’re looking for the Vista del Mar Marina, and if I understand you correctly, this is it. But there has to be a mistake. May I show you my paperwork?”


The man pulled a revolver out of his pocket and pointed it at his face. “Ralph said this one would work, but who knows? Guess I’ll find out. I’m committing suicide in about twenty minutes.” He tried to put the revolver back in his pocket, but that was too hard for him, so he stuffed it in his belt instead. “What the hell. I’ll take a look at your paperwork. I’d love to see it.”


He staggered over to the edge of the platform and looked down at a ladder that started at his feet.


“Actually, you’d better come up,” he said. “I don’t think I can handle those steps right now.”


“If he’s going to commit suicide anyway, why is he worried?” I said to Thalia in a low voice.


“Mama, don’t go up there,” Thalia said. “He’s a crazy drunk man with a gun.”


Mama stood as tall as she could and straightened her shoulders.


“Wait here,” she said and climbed up the ladder. Every board in it creaked, and even in the near-dark, I could see it wobble.


“I have this ad,” I heard her say. She showed the man the other side of the paper with the map on it.


He took the paper, held it up to the fading light, and read it aloud as though he were making a speech. “Live among swallows and seagulls on this secluded strip of San Francisco Bay. Forty-foot yacht converted for family living, all amenities, convenient to fast-growing San José. Shadows of Steinbeck and Jack London fall across the streets of historic Guadalupe Slough, where wind, fog, and gentle waves still speak of Old California. Slip 19, Vista del Mar Marina. Only 150,000 dollars, cash only. Don’t miss this one.”


The man studied the ad silently. Then he said, “You bought that place?”


“Yes,” Mama said.


“Sight unseen?” the man said.


“Yes, obviously,” Mama said.


“Mind if I ask why?”


The man was leaning forward. Mama took a step back.


“I needed a place for me and my girls. This ad made it sound perfect. And the terms were good.”


The man lurched forward and hugged Mama, sobbing. She pushed him away.


“Oh, lady, lady, whoever you are, thank you. Thank you. I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t and now—” He pulled the pistol out of his pocket and waved it wildly over his head.


Mama, Thalia, and I all screamed at once.


“Hey, Ralph, Ralph. I don’t need this. It’s off, buddy. I don’t have to do it,” the man shouted to the reeds. “Oh, bless you, lady, bless you. And bless you, too, young ladies. Oh, oh.” He threw out his arms and spun around a few times. “Tell all the truth, but tell it slant,” he shouted to the sky. “I did it, I did it.”


“Oh, my God,” I said. “He’s drunk and quoting Emily Dickinson.”


Mama sidled around him and started down the ladder.


“Oh, don’t go that way,” the man said. “Use the inside stairs. Come on.” He reached out and took Mama’s arm, but she shook him off.


“Stop handling me,” she snapped.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. You’re right, I’m sorry,” the man said. “But you have to understand. You just saved my life. You saved my life. And you know what happens in some cultures when you save somebody’s life? They owe you forever. And I owe you, lady, forever and ever. And you, too,” he added, pointing to me and Thalia. “I owe all of you.” He threw out his arms and faced the sun. “I’m going to dwell in possibility,” he bellowed.


Mama went down the ladder.


When she got back on the ground, I saw her eyes were scared and desperate.


“Get in the car,” she said.


“God, yes.”


Thalia yanked open the door and got in back.


Mama turned the key. And nothing happened.


“Oh, no, no, no,” Mama said.


It was just like that damn Volkswagen to carry us two thousand miles from home and then break down as soon as we really needed it. Mama kept turning and turning the key, getting more and more scared and angry.


The man on the platform noticed that we weren’t moving and he disappeared. He came out a minute later on ground level and came over to us. Mama and Thalia had already rolled up the windows.


“Are you stalled?” the man said through the glass. “Let me help. It’s the least I can do.”


He moved to the back of the car and started trying to push. The car moved forward a few feet.


Then there was a thump from behind. I looked, and there was another man, the wild-looking one I’d seen with the rifle, and he was pushing beside the other one. The car gathered speed.


“Put it in first,” one of them shouted.


Mama did, but nothing happened. Absolutely nothing.


“Again,” the one called Ralph said.


And we went pushing that damn car up the length of that street until we came to the end. By that time, the two men were panting hard, especially the one who’d been drinking, and the engine was still absolutely silent.


“I believe we can say we are well and truly fucked,” I said.


“I think we’d better leave it for tonight,” the man with the glasses called out.


I had to admit that that made sense.


“Girls, stay behind me,” Mama said. “We have to get out, but don’t let that man touch you.”


“As if,” I said.


“Ew,” Thalia added.


So we got out.


The drunk was still standing by the back of the car. The other man was nowhere around.


“I don’t think it’s the battery,” the drunk said. “It’s probably the solenoid. These things are a disgrace to electricity.”


“Please leave us alone,” Mama said. “Come on, girls.”


We walked back the way we’d come, leaving the man standing there in the next-to-last light of day. When we reached Slip 19, Mama took a set of keys out of her pocket and said, “Let’s see what we’ve bought.”


“What you’ve bought,” I said.
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