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For Stanley Leff and Alexandra and Gabriela



Chapter 1

I was five in 1976, when my mother packed me and her other possessions into our station wagon, said goodbye to my father and drove me away from our home in the cool, lush little town of Hanover, New Hampshire. We rode around and across the country for months before we came to rest in Santa Fe, where we met Wilkie at the first restaurant we went to. She must have gotten pregnant with my brother about two hours later. I think she and Wilkie broke sexually early on, but they never stopped being involved, one way and another.

My father was—is, I imagine—a professor of American history at Dartmouth. A true academic. I was an excellent student. A model girl, when I was in school. My mother said later she’d thought I wouldn’t know the difference if she took me away from my father, he cared so little about me. We don’t always remember things the same way. Didn’t always. In fact, she remembered things differently from one time to the next. Some of her stories had a sad version and a funny version, with such a difference between the two that you had no idea of what had actually happened.

She was raised on a farm west of Montreal, ran away from home when she was sixteen. In 1965. She packed her knapsack with some clothes and necessities, plus she stole her favorite two of her father’s 78’s that the two of them listened to together on the phonograph in the kitchen. “Perfidia” and “Remember.” Her mother had no use for music and they’d never bought a more modern system. She stayed with the first man who gave her a hitch until she lied about her age and got a job as a waitress. She’d changed her name a few times, but I think that she’d settled on Anita by then. She always insisted that she wasn’t pretty, though I thought she was beautiful, and she was terribly sexy, with a big bosom, great legs, and a lively, teasing manner with men. She had no trouble connecting with them in those days when even the middle class had begun to think that sex was free and easy. After a couple of years in Montreal, she hitched to Toronto, which she’d say she eventually left because it was too clean. She had stories about the café and restaurant owners she worked for and slept with. She called them Pierre One, Pierre Two and so on, though they mostly weren’t French. (My given name was Madeleine. She claimed it was one of the few things my father ever insisted upon. She didn’t like it because it was French.) When she told the umpteenth Pierre that she was leaving Toronto, and he said she had to stay until he found another waitress, she suggested he bring in the cow who was his wife, it wouldn’t hurt for her to know what it was like to work for a living.

My mother told stories like that more readily than she told ones in which she did something nice. Nor did she ever make any effort to conceal her sexual adventures from me, though she was occasionally surprised or amused that I knew as much as I did.

After three years she hitched down to the States with a Dartmouth student, worked in a luncheonette in Hanover where, one day, she waited on my father. She asked him whether the snow was lightening up, said she didn’t have snow tires on her car and she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to get home. (She was boarding in a room in someone’s house. She didn’t have a car.) My father asked if perhaps she’d like to have dinner at his place. It was only a few blocks away and he’d made a good stew.

She said, “A man who can cook? I’ll go anyplace with you.”

Or so she said she said.

Rupert Stern was a thirty-seven-year-old bachelor who owned more books than she’d ever seen in one place, including her school’s library. She liked the way they looked. She didn’t care about the way he looked, one way or another. He was a little taller than she, a bit chubby. His brown hair had more kinks than she’d seen in the whole city of Montreal; she always said, Thank God I had inherited her hair. His study was the only room where he smoked his pipe, although there was no woman around telling him he couldn’t do it elsewhere. He’d furnished the house on his own, mostly at auctions. There were a lot of old sepia photos on the walls, none of his family or anyone else he knew. For her birthday, he gave her a working Victrola and a carton of 78’s that he’d found at an auction.

By May she was pregnant with me. He told her he knew a woman who’d had a very easy abortion by a doctor in town. She said she’d do anything he wanted her to, including leave town, but she couldn’t take a human life. He went for it. He married her and she stayed with him, we stayed with him, until 1976, the five years I remember as the good ones in my life. I’m still not sure why it had to end. She said he didn’t love me or anybody, but I don’t think I could tell when I was little. For a long time I thought of him sweetly. By the time my mother and I settled in Santa Fe, his study was the only part of the house I remembered. Book-lined walls, huge desk with orderly stacks of paper, maroon-background Oriental rug. When she was busy, I would stay in there with him, drawing, looking at picture books, being read to, taking my nap. (I could read by the time I was four but I still wanted him to read to me.) Someone gave me a wooden puzzle map of the United States. Each state was one piece. I think my mother learned where the different states were from doing that puzzle with me. I don’t know how much more she knew about any of them when she picked me up and left.

In the months that we were on the road, I would dream that I was in my father’s study, but it was all right when I awakened because my mother was next to me in bed. Once we got to Santa Fe, my mother was in bed with Wilkie, and when I awakened, nobody was there.
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My mother would have been twenty-seven, Wilkie about ten years older, this huge, soft-voiced teddy bear with wavy brown hair and bushy brows, his eyes set so deep under them that they looked trapped. He got by because he’d had an inheritance of maybe forty thousand dollars and, bumming around the West, he’d landed in Santa Fe several years before the real-estate boom. His then artist-girlfriend persuaded him to buy a crumbling adobe house on a large lot on Canyon Road. Outright. She left before long, but there were always other artists (artist mostly in quotes) ready to move in with him. The males and maybe some of the females paid rent. He had good offers for the whole piece of real estate but he turned them down. He couldn’t imagine where he’d go afterward. Wilkie was one of the few people I’ve ever known who didn’t need to do anything, even when he was sober. He could sit at home or in the coffee shop for hours without even looking at the newspaper, waiting for people to come by and talk. Or not talk. Just drink coffee at his regular table. Sober, my mother could do that for five or ten minutes. Even drunk, she didn’t stay still for long. Anyway, I wasn’t so much aware of the difference between drunk and sober, in those days. And she wasn’t drunk so much of the time.

They struck up a conversation in the Pink Adobe, called by regulars the Pink. His girlfriend had just left. A couple of hours later, we moved into his room. No mystery about how my mother got pregnant; the marvel is that it didn’t happen more often. She loved babies. She loved anything that didn’t talk back.

She did not love Wilkie’s two remaining woman-artist tenants. She kicked them out and persuaded Wilkie to get financing to develop the place into the Sky Galleries, later usually shortened to the Sky. She dealt not only with the bankers, but with the architects, contractors and tenants. All this while she was pregnant. My mother was too angry and restless to sit in a classroom and absorb information, but she built the Sky into a major tourist trap because Wilkie let her use her brain.

The new building was shaped like half a hexagon that went right to the outer edges of the property. In the center was a lovely courtyard with plants and flowers at the edges, benches in the middle. The stump of one huge tree they’d cut down had become a bench; part of its great trunk was now a table inside for the cash register. Some of the stores changed over the years but the art gallery was at the center and dominated. On its left, facing you as you entered the courtyard, was a store called Farolito, which carried pottery and a lot of Santa Fe souvenirs—chili-pepper key chains, Santa Fe T-shirts, postcards. My mother had a mug made up, sky blue with a big white cloud and Sky Gallery, in Santa Fe turquoise and fuchsia, printed on the cloud. They sold a fantastic number of those mugs over the years in both the gallery and Farolito. (At one point my mother had the mugs taken out of the gallery because she felt people who might have bought a painting were copping out and just buying the mug. Nothing much happened and after a few months, she brought the mugs back in.) Then there was a small jewelry store with a lot of good Navajo jewelry and other silver. To the right were Wilkie’s Coffee Shop (my mother’s idea, from his nickname; his given name was Philip Wilkerson) and the tiny place first occupied by Rahji Cohen, Photographer.

When the buzz about the Sky began, artists looking for a gallery started to come by. She was very pregnant, by this time, but she must have tuned in to the social possibilities of running a gallery in a town full of artists who wanted their work shown. She told Wilkie she was going to manage the gallery and set out to learn what she needed to know. It wasn’t much, beyond the size and shape of the artists she liked. The gallery had plenty of space. It was about fifteen feet deep and more than forty feet wide, with the space interrupted only by a couple of windows in the front and an entrance to the storage room at one end of the back.

She’d hoped we could live in different parts of the building while it was being reconstructed and expanded, but at some early point in the renovation, she decided this wouldn’t be minimally comfortable. I liked living there and I didn’t want to move but my mother patiently explained to me, holding me on her lap, hugging and kissing me as we tooled around the mountains in Wilkie’s jeep, that we needed more space so we could have real bedrooms again.

I didn’t know the meaning of the word patient in those days. It was just the way my mother was with me all the time. She never got mad at me before my brother was born, though she yelled at other people once in a while.
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Leaning hard on everyone, my mother had managed to save enough from Wilkie’s mortgage money for him to buy the shack on Cerro Gordo. It was on a tiny piece of land and the adjacent plot’s owner hadn’t had enough money, after putting up his new house, to pay the high price the owner was asking. We moved there a week before she gave birth to my brother. Cerro Gordo went up a mountain, and they talked about the beautiful view, but as far as I was concerned, there were no beautiful views in Santa Fe. Everything was brown. No grass, just some weeds. Hardly any trees. Our “home” looked like a big version of some clubhouse nailed up by kids. One reasonable-sized room with rusty kitchen equipment in a corner; two cells the broker called bedrooms; a closet with a sink and a toilet. No heat or hot water, but it had electricity, unlike some of them. Later we had hot water, too. It had once been one of several shacks on Cerro Gordo, but by this time there were real homes, mostly down where the road was paved. There was a playground about halfway up, but I never went there; I was always more interested in what was happening at home. She put a couple of canvas butterfly chairs and some big pillows in the “living room,” along with a table and three chairs. There was a real bed that barely fit into their bedroom, a cot and my old car bed, the kind they don’t make anymore because they’re not safe enough (now they just make a car seat you strap the poor baby into; it’s sort of like an electric chair without wires). My mother said someday there’d be a baby in the car bed, but I wasn’t terribly curious about it, although I did ask what “someday” meant. I knew I was to begin school someday in September, and that someday was taking forever.

In my mind, the teacher sometimes looked like Wilkie, other times more like my father.
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She went into labor in the middle of the night and seems to have forgotten, or ceased instantly to care, that I existed, that I was six years old, and that I was asleep in the next room. I don’t think they even checked to see if I was awake. Wilkie drove her to the hospital, left her there and headed back toward the house, probably stopping on the way to smoke some weed, have a couple of beers, take a long nap.

Maybe it was the noise of his car engine starting that had awakened me. I’d been dreaming that I missed the beginning of school. Awake, I thought maybe I really had. It was dark. I went to their bedroom, which was empty. Nobody was anywhere in this house I was just getting used to! I thought one of them must be outside. I called, but no one answered. I pushed open the door and went out. Nobody was there. She’d put a butterfly chair out there, too, on what would later be a terrace. It was just dirt, then, at the top of our little hill, with a few cacti and the usual scrubby chamisae. One of Wilkie’s hilarious jokes was that other men’s girlfriends fell off the roof once a month, but his was going to fall off a mountain. I’d taken it literally, and this was the first time I left the house without my mother. After some hesitation, I climbed into the chair. Once settled there, I realized I needed a blanket, and maybe some books to hold until it was light enough to see the pages. I craved both, but I didn’t feel like struggling out of the chair. I wanted my mother to see what she’d done. How cold she’d let me be. I wanted her to be sorry.

It was utterly quiet, the birds hadn’t even begun to sing. My breath still catches when I hear that silence. I think I only began to breathe normally when the first chirping began, just before the sky lightened, but I never fell asleep. I don’t know what else I was thinking. I’m sure there was no baby on my mind. When we were traveling cross-country, if my mother cried out in her sleep in the middle of the night, it was always about a fire. Maybe this was about a fire. But then, why would she have left me here?

The sun was way up when I finally heard Wilkie’s jeep on the mountain, then watched it pull onto our hill. It stopped. I didn’t get out of the chair. I assumed my mother was with him and I needed her to know that I was angry with her for leaving me alone like that.

“Hey, Maddy,” Wilkie said. “You have a brother.”

I was confused. Not just because she wasn’t there. A brother made it sound as though there would be another person.

Wilkie laughed. “You look like you been smoking what I been smoking.”

I remained silent. I would have hated him if he weren’t the only person in the world, just then.

He said, “Come on. Let’s go in the house.”

I tried to move, but my limbs had been asleep too long, and they had pins and needles, and I ached all over.

I said, “My legs don’t want to move.”

With a groan, he picked me up out of the chair and carried me into the house. But when he tried to put me down, I held on to his T-shirt and began to cry.

“Where’s my mother? I want my mother!”

“She’ll be home in four, five days,” he said. “I hope you’re not gonna cry the whole time.”

He might as well have said I’d never see her again. I don’t think she’d left me for more than a couple of hours before that night. As he tried to free himself, I clung to his T-shirt. Wilkie was such an ass, but even if I’d seen him that way then, he was all I had. What he finally did to get me out of his arms was, he brought me to my bed, sat on its edge and struggled out of the T-shirt without taking it away from me. Then he slowly let me and the T-shirt down to the pillow, where I cried myself to sleep in a much worse world than the one where I’d awakened.
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The next day he drove me to school. He didn’t comb my silky brown hair, or kiss it and tell me how beautiful it was, he wished he had curly hair like mine, or help me choose what to wear, or do the other things I was accustomed to my mother’s doing; he just gave me cereal and milk, then dumped me in school. Santa Fe was still a small town, though its chichi-ing had begun. Wilkie explained to the principal, whom he knew, about my mother, and promised to pick me up at three. He hadn’t thought to pack me a lunch, but the teacher, Miss Munroe, shared her sandwich with me, and one of the kids gave me a cookie. I wasn’t hungry. It all seemed like a dream, and I was never hungry in my dreams. Wilkie didn’t come back until almost four but Miss Munroe sat with me outside the school and read stories to me, until she left out a sentence and I corrected her, so she realized I could read, and then she made a big fuss over me and let me read to her. I was crazy about Miss Munroe. I don’t know that I’d have gotten through that year without her.

Wilkie had promised I could go to the hospital with him after school on Thursday to get my mother, but he tricked me. Picked her up after he left me at the school-bus stop on Palace Avenue, at the foot of Cerro Gordo, in the morning. He didn’t even come for me, just called the school and told them to put me on the bus. It changed everything from the start. I was preparing myself to be a hostess, but it never occurred to the other mothers that nobody was picking me up and I had to walk all the way up Cerro Gordo. My mother was settled in when I finally reached home, exhausted and angry.

I marched into her bedroom, prepared to bawl her out for all the terrible things that had happened in the last few days, so she’d take me into her arms and comfort me; she’d always comforted me when Wilkie did dumb things. But she was sitting up in bed, holding something I must have known was a nursing baby, although I don’t appear to have taken that into account when I scrambled up on the bed and tried to throw myself into her arms.

“Whoa!” she said, pushing me back so I wouldn’t land on top of the baby. “Ow!” she said, because as she pushed me back, the baby’s mouth, which had been around her nipple, came off it. “Watch it, Maddy, this is a person I’m holding!”

At the edge of the bed, I stopped. A person? It looked more like the pink octopus in one of my picture books. I stared at its ugly face and waving limbs; it wasn’t a nice pale pink, like the octopus, it was practically red. My mother said I could touch its hands, but I didn’t want to. I just wanted it to go away so there’d be room for me in her arms.

I said, “Put it over there,” pointing to the empty place on the other side of the bed.

My mother laughed. The baby was back at her breast, held close, the way she’d once held me.

“How about, you go over there, and when I’m finished feeding Billy, then you and I can . . .”

She didn’t even finish the awful sentence before she was looking down again. Furthermore, she’d given it a name without asking me. It was my baby, too, if it was going to live with us, and she shouldn’t have done that. It was a stupid name, anyway.

“You left me alone!” I howled, and burst into tears.

The baby began to cry, too.

“Wilkerson, where are you?” my mother moaned. She got out of bed. She was angry but she didn’t let go of the damned baby, she just began walking around the house with it. She was angry at everything else, not the baby, though the baby, the baby octopus, was what had caused the trouble. My mother began to cry, too. I stopped crying and told her if she would put away the baby, I could make her feel better, but she didn’t smile or stop crying, she ignored me. She’d never ignored me before. I began to cry again.

I want to write that it was weeks and months before I stopped. It isn’t true, but it might as well have been. I could have been crying for the remainder of my childhood, for all I remember of home pleasures in those years, for all the concern my mother showed for me. (The exception being when I was ill. I had awful cases of both measles and chicken pox and she took wonderful care of me, then. She told me stories she didn’t usually have the patience for about the time when we’d been on the road, and cooked food the way she had in Hanover instead of just bringing it in.) None of the explanations I’ve heard since then of why she stopped being halfway decent to me—postpartum depression, and so on—seems to explain what happened. Sometimes I thought it was because Billy had a penis that she liked him more than she liked me. She’d play with it and tickle him when she changed him. (If I tried to do the same thing, she stopped me.) Other times, I thought it must be some different person who’d come home from the hospital in her body. Occasionally, I thought it might be worthwhile to make friends with this new person. I gave her a name, Maxine; I’d heard it someplace and thought it sounded like someone who wasn’t nice. The old person was Mommy. I’d say something like, “You look very nice today, Maxine,” trying to turn Maxine around, but she didn’t like that or anything else I did. Even the good things.

I think at some point I stopped being able to do what she wanted me to do; it made me feel craven to obey someone who couldn’t stand to have me around.

School was another matter. I could do no wrong there and didn’t try. I was the smartest kid in the first grade, but I wasn’t a show-off. I never had fights, got along with everybody. I was invited to all the birthday parties, and to play at kids’ houses. I had a friend halfway down Cerro Gordo, Laya Candelaria. Often I’d go home from school with her and sleep over because my mother was too busy or too tired to pick me up. Laya didn’t come to my house, nor did the other girls. My mother told Miss Munroe she’d be pleased if my friends visited, but I think Miss Munroe could tell that my mother didn’t really want anybody there except herself and the baby. I realized when I was much older that the mothers knew there was a lot of dope around our house. Wilkie and my mother both kept their supplies there, but even Wilkie felt extra around my mother and the baby. He found himself a new girlfriend and stayed at her house most of the time.

At first I didn’t have anything to do with Billy, except once in a while I’d flick the bottom of his feet with my fingers when my mother wasn’t in the room. Or make scary faces at him. After a while, though, he began to seem almost human. He stopped being red and his eyes got a little bigger, they no longer looked like slits in a piggy bank where you could drop in some coins. They began focusing on me. That was it. I’d felt unreal because nobody looked at me when I was home, as though I didn’t exist. Wilkie had never noticed me much, and my mother had stopped seeing me the day she brought Billy home from the hospital, and I felt as though I existed again when Billy looked at me. I began to talk to him, make nicer funny faces. I could make him laugh better than anyone. I didn’t call him Billy, which was my mother’s name for him. I called him Belly, because he had such a big round one. This irritated my mother, so I couldn’t have given it up if I wanted to. Sometimes I think I’m giving most people false names in this book for legal reasons; other times I think I’m just trying to get a rise out of her.

She was still nursing Belly when he was two. He’d turned into an adorable little boy I loved as much as I hated. When my mother went to work or on a buying trip, she took Belly with her. She only took me if she needed me to keep an eye on him. Otherwise, I stayed with Wilkie and his girlfriend, or just Wilkie, when a girl left him. Sometimes Mrs. Candelaria invited me to stay there. By this time I was used to being treated like some animal my own mother put in a kennel when she needed to go someplace. I was always well behaved when I stayed at one of the kennels, but that wasn’t where I wanted to be. When she met her next boyfriend, she started neglecting even Belly, except she kept nursing him because it turned on the boyfriend. Belly had me to mother him when he wasn’t being nursed and barely noticed that my mother had gone AWOL. She was never mean to him.

I’ll call her new boyfriend Rex. Or the Lion King. No. This was 1979, long before the movie, but it’s also wrong to evoke the king of anything, just because my mother treated him like one. Lion Dung might do. Or just Beast. He was huge and really ugly, if you looked at his tiny eyes and big nose, but women, not just my mother, went wild for him, because he had a mane of gorgeous golden hair that nearly covered his back to the waist when he didn’t tie it into a ponytail, and a beard and mustache just a little darker, and his body was all covered with golden fuzz, just like the men in the romances my friend Anthea read later that we teased her about. The sunlight danced on the golden hair of his powerful arms. Lion Dung had golden hair everyplace except on his penis, his backside and his feet. I knew, because he walked around the house naked when it was halfway warm. He said he hated clothes but he was mostly just showing himself off. He teased my mother because she wouldn’t do the same, she’d show off her breasts, but not the rest of her. They’d come together, so to speak, over her breasts, on a winter Saturday when the Sky’s salesgirl had called our house early because it was snowing and she was afraid to drive to work. My mother brought me to the gallery so I could look after Billy when she was occupied. Lion the Liver-Hearted, Cowardly Lion had come north from Texas to ski. The woman he’d been with in Texas had given him a jeep to get around her ranch, and he’d skipped town in it. He’d only been in Santa Fe for a couple of hours and he hadn’t found a woman to live off, yet. He met my mother over coffee in Wilkie’s. He asked if she knew where to rent some skis, and she told him where the shop was, said she didn’t know how to ski, though she was dying to learn. (Some of what I tell you about when I wasn’t there might not be exactly right, but it’s never far wrong. When my mother told me things in a friendly way, it wasn’t mother-daughter friendly, but pal friendly. She didn’t keep grown-up girlfriends for more than a couple of weeks at a time.)

She probably told him she had to go nurse her “baby.” He came back with her to the gallery, where I was sitting in the rocking chair, reading. There were no customers. Belly, who was two, was in the little play space she’d made for him—a piece of blue carpeting, a little table and chair, a bookshelf with toys—doing one of his puzzles. From an early age, my brother could look at puzzles and see where the pieces went without having any idea of the picture. He was perfectly content, but my mother ran to him as though he were crying, said something stupid like, “You poor baby, you must be starved,” then scooped him up and brought him over to the rocking chair, which I’d vacated before she could tell me to. She sat down, pulled up her shirt and began suckling him. Lion, looking at her breasts, asked the baby’s name. My mother said his name was Billy, but his sister called him Belly; it was the first time she’d thought the name was cute. Lion began to sing, “Belly Hi, may call you,” etc., as in “Bali Ha’i,” from South Pacific. Lion mostly listened to rock, but he knew the songs my mother loved (she hated all music that didn’t have words). Most important, he knew “Perfidia”—in Spanish. She loved it. She began learning Spanish from that song, and she taught him the words in English. Perfidia, my heart goes out to you, Perfidia. For I found you, the love of my life, in somebody else’s arms. He owned her from that day. This was important, because he needed to own someone who worked. Actually, she owned him, too, she and drugs, the latter having the controlling share.

They gave each other skis the next Christmas. She paid for both pairs. He reigned in our household like some hereditary monarch who had to do nothing to support his claim. Just walk around naked and fuck my mother. I think he was faithful to her during that year or two they were together. Why not? She gave him everything he needed. Lion never met a drug he didn’t like. They smoked weed as though it were Lucky Strikes, dropped acid as though it were the sixties (she only did it when he needed the company), sniffed coke when she could find it. And at some point, when he’d talked my mother into procuring it for him, Lion began shooting heroin, as well. His father had disinherited him over drugs and he’d left home. She wasn’t going to take a chance on his leaving her.

Unlike me, Billy seems genuinely to have taken all this in his stride. Maybe younger siblings have a gene for stride. I did what I had to do, but I felt what was happening all the time. I took care of the two of us when my mother and Lion weren’t around. Lion was the last man she cooked for. She made steak or chops every night because he liked the texture, didn’t notice the taste. I washed the dishes. I also did whatever housecleaning was done. My mother never cleaned, and she didn’t want anyone else “snooping around the house.” Since Lion, she’d stopped even pretending my friends were welcome, though she had volunteered him to meet the school bus on Palace Avenue. The other mothers said, No, thanks. My mother didn’t act friendly enough to them for me to be confused by their standoffishness. I had been trained not to talk to anyone about anything that went on in our house. I don’t know if she ever had to train Billy; it wouldn’t have occurred to him to discuss anything but sports with his friends. I don’t know when I understood that stoned wasn’t the same as sleepy.

On a hot autumn day (I remember that I was wearing a T-shirt and shorts) in 1981, when I was ten, the school bus let me off, along with Laya Candelaria and a few other kids. Laya wanted me to come to her house, but I thought I’d better go home to see if I was needed for Billy.

Lion’s radio was on full blast, playing rock, and my mother was sitting on top of him, he must have been in her, on the serape in front of the fireplace. She was leaning over him so her breasts were hanging over his face, and he was holding one of them, sucking at it like a baby. Except she was groaning, which of course she didn’t do when Belly was at her. Belly wasn’t around. They didn’t hear me come in. I doubt they would’ve stopped if they had. Lion Dung, even more than my mother, failed to grasp the idea that there were things you didn’t do in front of anybody else, especially if they were children. Actually, there are all different ways not to give a shit what happens to children, and Lion Dung’s and my mother’s were quite different. He really and truly—it would’ve been deeply if he had any depth, but he was about as deep as the stream of dirty water that ran from the house pipes after the dishes were done—Lion Dung really and truly didn’t care what happened to us. He never distinguished between Belly and me in that way, though he was generally nicer to my brother because Belly allowed him to be. Belly was a more amiable child than the one I acted like at home. He didn’t look for arguments the way I did. My mother no longer brought Belly to the gallery. He just hung around the house with Lion, playing by himself or with some of the other hippies’ kids. There were still some who came to the playground on Cerro Gordo. My mother didn’t mind if Belly was happy, she just couldn’t be bothered to do anything about it while the Beast was around.

Actually, there was a brief time when my mother was doing more acid and she got nice, even to me. If Lion Dung passed out first, as he usually did, and Belly was in bed already, she’d hold me as if I were her little girl again, kiss me, smooch me, notice that my hair was a mess and brush it, tell me what a pretty little girl I was. I heard this occasionally from other people, but not normally from her. She bought me clothes like the other kids’ but she never took me to the store; she just brought them home and usually they were okay. After someone like Mrs. Candelaria told me I was pretty, I would look in the mirror to see what she meant. I had straight brown hair, like my mother. Brown eyes. A face. I didn’t know what was pretty about that. When I asked my mother, she laughed and said it just meant that I didn’t look like her. That made the whole thing senseless to me, since I thought her beautiful. She also told me stories about when I was little. Some of them couldn’t ever have happened, and others I remembered had happened to my brother. Or maybe to her. Some of them happened on a farm, and I’d never been on a farm, but it didn’t matter.

From that day on, I went to Laya’s after school unless I’d been told I would be needed at home. The Candelarias were very straight. Spanish. (People in Santa Fe still identify themselves by one of the three groups—Spanish, Indian or Anglo—that they or their parents or grandparents or great-greats, or whoever, were when they settled here.) Laya’s father worked as a security guard at Los Alamos. Her parents were both very nice to me. They were nice to her. She had no brothers or sisters, there were just the three of them. And two cats. It was Laya’s job, which she hated, to keep the cats’ box clean. I remember that I was always surprised when Laya got upset about that—or anything—because I thought that if I lived in a house with my mother and father, nothing would ever bother me much.
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One day later on my mother said I should come home after school because she was going to Taos and she wasn’t sure whether she’d take Billy. She was interested in a gallery there that was for sale. (Lion liked Taos more than Santa Fe, which he said was getting too gentrified. Gentrified was the only long word he ever used.)

When I got to my house, Lion was lying on his back on the serape, staring at the ceiling, arms splayed out from his side. I drank some orange juice and called the gallery and was told by Ruth, the girl who worked there, that my mother had taken Billy to Taos. I did my homework, but when I finished, it was getting dark and Lion hadn’t moved yet. I was too uneasy to just sit and read. I turned on every light in the house, but he still didn’t move. I called Laya. Of course I didn’t mention Lion, or drugs. I asked if I could come to her house, maybe sleep there. Mrs. Candelaria said it was okay, but to make sure I left a note for my mother. I wrote the note, put it on the dining table under the tequila bottle, gathered what I needed in my canvas bag, and left. I’d never walked down the trail in the dark. There were only a few houses, and I didn’t know the people in them, so I walked very fast and tried not to think about snakes or coyotes. When I got to the door, I was freezing. Santa Fe always gets cold at night, and I hadn’t thought to put on warmer clothes. Laya’s mother greeted me.

“You poor child,” she said. “I didn’t realize until a minute ago that you must be walking.”

I began to cry. Mrs. Candelaria put a hand on my shoulder and I moved up against her, but I couldn’t stop crying. Mr. Candelaria looked up from his paper and Mrs. Candelaria explained that I was upset because my mother hadn’t come home. She asked if something else was upsetting me, but I was afraid to say anything about Lion, and then Laya came out of her room and gave me a hug and I stopped crying and apologized for being a baby. Mrs. Candelaria told Laya to give me a sweater.

Their house wasn’t much larger than ours but it was a real home, with plaster walls like our house in Hanover, a regular cloth-covered sofa in the living room, and six chairs at a nice, round dining table. Oh, yes, and a TV. I had to go there to watch television. I went to the bathroom to wash my face and hands, something my mother never made us do at home but I’d seen other kids do it. We had sausages and the beans and the tortillas I’d once hated but had come to enjoy at my friends’. I was really hungry, by this time, and I ate every bit of food on my plate, tried not to show that I wanted more. After dinner, I helped Laya with the dishes and then we went to her room, but I couldn’t concentrate on schoolwork or anything else, I just grew more and more uneasy. Finally, I asked Mrs. Candelaria if she’d mind if I called my house.

The phone rang a few times and then it was picked up. I remember that I was relieved at the moment the ringing stopped, and I almost hung up, but then a man’s voice that wasn’t Lion’s said hello.

I said, “Hello. Who’m I speaking to?”

The man’s voice said, “Who’s calling, please?”

I must have been staring at the phone, not answering, not knowing, except I understood right away that something was wrong. I could see Lion on the floor, and the sight was more ominous than it had been earlier. I must have dropped the receiver, or let it go slack in my hand, because Laya’s mother took it from me and, identifying herself, said that Madeleine seemed to be upset about something and couldn’t talk.

After a long time, she said, “I see. I see.” Very quiet. Her arm was around me by this time. She said that Madeleine had been expecting to sleep at their house, and that if it was all right with her mother, they’d just keep me for the night. Then, suddenly, she recoiled. My mother had grabbed the phone. I could hear her shrieking. Mrs. Candelaria tried to be nice. This woman, after all, had had a shock. After a while, Mrs. Candelaria said, “I’ll see if I can find her,” and covered the mouthpiece, and said to me, “Your mother wants to talk to you, Dear, but she’s very upset. I guess they told you, her friend died. I don’t know . . .”

I took the phone from her. She remained next to me.

My voice holding just enough, I said, “Hello?”

“What did you do?” My mother screamed it, so that I had to move the earpiece away from my ear. I’d been prepared for something bad, but not this. “Why didn’t you call Ruth?” she was screaming as Laya’s mother took back the phone.

I just stood there, feeling guilty without knowing, yet, what I had or hadn’t done. I was beginning to understand why Lion had looked peculiar, but I was afraid to admit that to my mother. I didn’t know what it would mean. I was afraid to tell her I had called Ruth. The rule of my life had been not to tell anybody anything.

Mrs. Candelaria took the phone from me. After a while, she said she was really sorry, she could understand why my mother wanted me home, but they had a flat tire on the car and they couldn’t do anything about it until morning. Yes, it was true that it wasn’t such a long walk, but might it not be just as well if Madeleine stayed, why should the child have to deal with, see . . . You know. And then Laya’s mother recoiled because my mother had smashed down the phone. Mrs. Candelaria hung up, shaking her head.

I thanked her for helping me, but said that maybe I’d better go home. My mother was going to need my help with my brother, if nothing else. Mrs. Candelaria said she would take me, but she wanted me to know I was welcome at their house at any time of the day or night. She thought I was wonderful.

In the world away from my home, most people thought me a bright, pleasant girl who would never give anyone a bad time if she weren’t provoked. At home, I was seen by my mother as a time bomb that was waiting to go off—or that already had, and must be trying to conceal the damage. What I couldn’t have predicted was the extent to which her view would remain with me. Happy moments. Rotten ones. Her songs, too. My head still runs on her old 78’s. Perfidia, my heart goes out to you, Perfidia. Remember. The part where she says her lover promised he wouldn’t forget her but he forgot to remember. It’s as though her mind has come to nest in my own brain, entered into an eternal dialogue with it. If her voice had often followed me beyond the house, I’d once been able to wrestle it into a cage where I didn’t have to think about it.

Not on a night like that one, of course. When I talk about Mrs. Candelaria bringing me home that night, even if I manage to describe only how I was feeling, I am wondering what my mother would say if she could read it. I want her to read it. I want her to read every word I write. Her intensity, happy or unhappy, spoiled me for other humans. Have I told you that she was a terrific ballplayer? It was the only thing she did in a team. She didn’t keep friends for as long as the baseball season, but she kept teammates. She became a good skier, though whatever she’d told Lion that first day, he had to convince her to learn. She was afraid of going downhill, out of control. (She didn’t ski after he died.) More important than sports was the way she was at home. She was never still. The men who lived with us weren’t adept at plumbing or carpentry, but she could fix anything that went wrong in the house. I don’t think she cared, half the time, whether it was fixed or not; she just needed something to do.

Long before my brother was born, my mother had spoiled me for everybody else. When she left me, withdrew from me, whatever you want to call it, it was as though I’d been dropped in a place with no sun. No moon, either, for that matter. I could only look through a telescope and see her rays shining elsewhere, too far away to matter to me. There were no rays for anyone, after Lion died.

Mrs. Candelaria said she would take me home to check things out. Laya came out of her room and asked, “What’s going on, Maddy?”

I was in a knot because I needed to tell her but I thought I shouldn’t.

Finally, I said, “Lion died. I don’t think I can talk about it.”

She said, “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

I sorely wanted to, but I was afraid. Finally, I said, “My mother needs me.” Then I hugged her and said I’d see her in the morning.

Once we were in the car, Mrs. Candelaria asked me if I was going to be all right; my mother was terribly upset.

“Thank you,” I said. “My brother must be home, too. I think I can help with him.”

“Oh, of course,” Mrs. Candelaria said. “How old is your brother now?”

I said he was four. Mrs. Candelaria didn’t talk for a bit. Finally she asked, very slowly and carefully, whether I’d like her to wait for me for a while . . . just in case . . . my mother or I . . . needed help. Needed some help with my brother.

“No, ma’am,” I said. “I appreciate it, but I really don’t think you have to do that. If we need help, she can ask one of her friends.”

Maybe Mrs. Candelaria didn’t know my mother had no friends.
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We could see the swiveling rays of the police car’s top light even before we rounded the bend. The car was parked on the road below our house. The policeman was standing at our door. Mrs. Candelaria told me to wait until she’d talked to him, but I was up the hill before she’d even gotten out of the car. Then I stopped. I wanted to go to my mother, but I didn’t want to look at Lion, now that I knew he was dead.

I ran back to Mrs. Candelaria, buried my face in her bosom, began to cry. She understood and asked the policeman if she could go inside with me. They began speaking in Spanish. The cops were mostly Spanish; second-, third-, umpteenth-generation New Mexico, and nice, unless they thought you were one of the people bringing dope into their beautiful town.

Mrs. Candelaria said, “Maddy, this is my friend, Johnny. He’ll bring you inside and take care of you.”

I hugged her more tightly.

“What is it, Honey? Tell me.”

I made her lean over and whispered in her ear, “Who’s on the rug?”

It wasn’t what I’d meant to ask, but I couldn’t figure out how to ask it properly.

“On the rug?” she asked.

The policeman heard her and said, “The body, Betty. The body’s on the rug.”

I’d stopped crying but now I began again, full force, my own body shaking, my arms around her, my face against her chest. I thought they wouldn’t hear me, that way. Mrs. Candelaria held on to me, stroked my hair.

“It’s covered, Honey,” the policeman said. “You’re not gonna see him when you walk in. And soon the ambulance’ll be here, take him away.”

Slowly, I was able to calm down. Reluctantly, I moved back from Mrs. Candelaria’s bosom.

“Atta girl,” Johnny said. “What’s your name? Madeleine? How old are you, Madeleine?”

“Ten.” Usually if someone asked I said what I was almost, and I was almost eleven, but now I didn’t want to be a day older than I was. “Where’s my brother?”

“He’s inside with your mom, Madeleine. Now, let’s see if you can be grown-up, and we’ll go in together, and you can see them, and Officer Perez will take care of you.”

As we walked to the door, the policeman holding my hand, Mrs. Candelaria called to me that she would wait awhile, in case I wanted to go back with her. I didn’t answer. I was trying to imagine what the room would look like, where my mother would be, but I couldn’t picture anybody except Lion, on his back with his eyes open, like a dead man on television. If Johnny hadn’t been holding my hand, I would have run back to Mrs. Candelaria. As it was, I squeezed as hard as I could and let him open the door to the house.

But he’d lied to me. He’d promised I wouldn’t see Lion, and Lion was all I could see. At first, I didn’t even notice my mother, rocking and weeping in the chair near him. Or Belly, asleep on one of the big cushions on the floor on the other side of her chair. There was just Lion, covered by a sheet but his contours clear—his forehead, nose and chin, his big chest, and—oh, God! His bare toes were sticking out of the bottom of the sheet.

I tried to scream but nothing came out. I shook my hand free of Johnny’s, and ran to my mother, who let me sit on her lap. I snuggled against her breasts and she held me as though she were still my mother.

“This is the child who left the note?” the second policeman asked.

She was nodding.

“Your name is Madeleine?” he asked me.

I nodded.

“I just need to ask you a couple of questions, Madeleine.”

My mother clutched me more tightly.

“You found Mr. Lion on the floor?”

I nodded.

“How did he look when you found him?”

“Same as usual,” I managed. My mother’s grip on my left arm was beginning to hurt. I sat up, but she didn’t let go.

“What do you mean by that?” he asked.

“I need to blow my nose,” I said. My mother handed me a wet tissue, but even after I blew, it was hard to breathe. “He was sleeping,” I said. “He always sleeps on the floor. We don’t have a sofa.”

“Does he sleep a lot in the daytime?”

I nodded. I was beginning to feel glad that my mother was hurting my arm because it helped me remember to be very careful.

“Why do you think that is?”

“Because he doesn’t work.”

“You think everyone who doesn’t work sleeps on the floor all day?”

I didn’t know how to answer that, so I just looked at him. The feeling of not being able to breathe had moved down to my chest.

“Why did you go to your friend’s house?” he asked.

“I was hungry,” I said. “My mother was in Taos.”

“Is that a usual place for her to go?”

“I don’t know.”

I heard a car drive up and stop. For a second I thought it must be Lion, but then I remembered.

“Even if he was still alive when you got here,” my mother moaned, her voice shaking, “he’d be dead by now.”

“But he wasn’t alive when we got here, ma’am,” the policeman said.

“I don’t mean you,” my mother sobbed. “I mean her.” (That was one of the lines that got around, from Johnny to Mrs. Candelaria to God only knows who else, and made them even more sympathetic to me than they would have been.)

The ambulance people came in, then, and I broke from my mother and ran into my room. I didn’t want to see if he moved when they picked him up. I got into bed, pulled the blanket up over me. I was hoping that when Lion was gone, my mother would come in to me. I didn’t want to close my eyes because I was afraid if I did, I’d see him. I don’t know how long it was before I fell asleep in spite of myself. When I awakened, it was because my mother was putting Belly into his bed. Briefly, I thought it was Lion she was leaning over.
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