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chapter 1
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Clara heard his breathing, smelled his smell of rotten mushrooms and oily sweat. Her father had followed her into the darkest corner of the barn, where she hid. He was going to hurt her, she just knew it. She was twelve. She’d been watching him the last few months. He would give her the look that said she knew the same secret he did—that she was no good and he had to beat it out of her. But she didn’t know any secret like that. She was just afraid of him. She’d seen him beat her mother and her twin sister, Lillian, and she knew her turn was coming. Her mother was mild as a moth, always washing doilies and holding them up to the sun to admire their designs. She would keep sweeping the porch until he came and beat on her. And then she just cringed, never fought back. Clara never wanted to be like that.


When his lantern lit up her face in the barn, wasps came from nowhere and surrounded his head. Wasps! Her heart thudded in her chest. They were furious, in a tight ball, making a sound like a thousand voices. He covered his face with his arms and let out a shuddering scream. She’d never heard him scream before, had never seen wasps like this—an angry swarm with lavender wings and lavender bodies. Her head hurt with how they shimmered and hummed darkly, circling her father’s head. Not bothering her, just him.


Suddenly she knew the wasps would always protect her. In the worst moment of her life so far, when she was old enough to know her father could do something far worse than just beat on her, the wasps came to drive him out of there. He dropped the light and ran, crashing into milk pails, never to bother her again. She never knew he was so deathly afraid of wasps. His cries echoed over the flat North Dakota plain.


The next day, she and her twin sister Lillian made a fierce pact. They faced each other in the barn, put their thumbs on each other’s foreheads, and vowed to save up money to take the Greyhound to Oregon together after they finished high school in 1946 because Oregon was far from North Dakota and had lots of rain and trees and they had a cousin Loretta there who would never rat on them. The trip took three days—sweltering, cranky, carsick days, but also giggly days. It was worth it. Clara and Lillian went to college in Eugene and never saw their parents again. Never once did their parents try to contact Loretta to see if their children had landed there. Clara and Lillian could have flown to Mars for all their parents knew.


Clara assumed Lillian would always live nearby. But in her junior year, Lillian—such a wonderful artist!—ran off to Europe with her no-good boyfriend and never came back. Clara, heartsick and furious, knew this guy would break her heart, but Lillian wouldn’t listen. Clara would make her own home in Eugene and stay there forever. She would find people she could love and who would love her back. She would be safe there. What she wanted most in life was to be safe.


Now in the summer of 2000, Clara screeches the tattered U-Haul to a halt by the side of the two-lane highway. She watches her grown son, Frank, make a wide turn into the big Desert Dan’s Casino and Restaurant parking lot in Jackpot, Nevada. Hunching forward, she white-knuckles the steering wheel as she watches. He’s shooting for a grand ballet-like turn—if you can describe a fifty-year-old, one-thousand-square-foot house anchored to a twelve-axle flatbed trailer as being at all ballet-like in the way it moves. He’s over-shooting the curb, she’s sure of it. He’s going to hit it! That’s how he gets—impatient. This is the end of their journey from Eugene, Oregon, to Jackpot, Nevada. It’s June 4, 2000. They’ve been on the road four days now. They’re bushed.


Her heart is pounding. She jumps out of the U-Haul to watch and stands panicked near the wide driveway entrance, clenching her damp hands together. As he rounds his load into the oncoming lane, a car speeds toward him. Frank lays on the horn. The other driver slams to a halt and jumps out of his car, shouting, “What the fuck, man! A house? For Christ’s sake, what’s going on here?”


“Give me a minute here, dude.” Frank cranks the trailer cab back out of the oncoming lane with a hard right. The house groans and shifts as it gains the parking lot.


Clara hears something like a muffled crack. She covers her ears, refusing to let it register. But her heart sinks. The house hit the curb? Cracked? No, it’s just the sighing of old timbers hammered together almost fifty years ago. Has to be, she thinks desperately.


The offended motorist careens into the night, blasting his horn for good measure.


Late night gamblers gawk at the highway showdown and the uncommon cargo as it lumbers to the far side of the big casino parking lot, shadowed by the small gray-haired woman running along beside it. Such a drastic step, some might say—uprooting her house to be with her son?


Frank kills the motor and unrolls the window when he sees his mother running alongside the tractor trailer.


“What now?” he barks.


Four months ago, the unthinkable had happened. Bulldozers would soon tear down Clara’s house to make way for a new mall. All her efforts had failed—the incessant city council meetings, her outraged speeches, the petition drive she led against the mall with her friend Abigail Morton in front of Safeway—nothing stopped the city. Once she got the eviction notice, she called Frank in a panic. His phone rang and rang. On a layover in Chicago, he finally picked up the phone, sounding sleepy.


She sputtered in a rush, “They’re going to tear down the house, Frank. I can’t believe it. I thought we could stop them.”


Silence. “So what will you do?” he said slowly, mulling on the fact that his mother is seventy-three years old.


“No way will I leave my house to the wrecking ball.” Her voice was steely. The line went silent for a minute. “Frank? Frank, are you there?”


“Let me call you back tomorrow,” he said morosely.


The next day his voice was barely audible. “Well, there’s Jackpot.”


“There’s Jackpot,” she echoed, her voice quavering. She knew he would say this, and she jumped at the chance. Frank is going to Jackpot to see his old friend Scotty who is having back and stomach pain and won’t see a doctor. Scotty hates doctors. Frank is going to stay in Jackpot until he gets Scotty to see a doctor.


A small crowd lingers in the parking lot, watching. Clara’s voice is tight with panic. “Frank, that sound back there—it sounded like a crack.” She’s shaking all over. But he’s a good driver, she thinks in confusion, ashamed of her lack of confidence in him.


“Oh, for God’s sake, Mother, that was no crack. The house shifts and settles like that every time I turn or change lanes. A sound like that is old news.” Frank looks at her in exasperation, sighs, and jumps out of the trailer cab. His hair is tousled; he could use a shower. “Look, let’s walk around the house together. You’ll see there’s no crack.”


“Let me do it. You stay here,” she says stoutly, straining to come up to his collarbone.


It’s dark, almost ten, on a hot June night. She gestures vaguely for him to stay put by the open door of the trailer cab, a rich sweaty smell coming from inside. He’s just glad to be standing up. Glad not to hear her belly-ache at him for two minutes as she disappears behind the house.


She can’t see any cracks by the light of the neon Desert Dan’s sign, but she runs her hands eagerly along the entire perimeter of her beloved house anyway. She can’t feel any cracks. But a crack might be in a hidden place! She’ll look later, when he’s not around. Her hands, when she’s done, are filthy. She wipes them on her weathered jeans. At least she’s had time to gather her wits.


“Remember why you came, stupid woman,” she whispers. “To heal things with your son. All those years when you couldn’t even talk together.” She makes a little gasping sound as her daughter’s face flashes before her eyes. “And to save your soul from damnation.” She whispers, “And maybe have one last moment of life again?”


She scratches her forehead. Two wasp stings, one above each eyebrow, still itch. Her head aches.


The night before she and Frank left Eugene, Clara was marching around on the driveway, agitated and mumbling about the move. The current purple wasp was flying around Clara’s head, trying to see what was going on.


Finally she muttered that she wasn’t going to leave Eugene with Frank after all. “Four days creeping along the highway with an old house ready to fall apart? I’m too old. Can’t do it. Too much to ask. Too big an undertaking. House will fall apart. Collapse. Might have an accident. Going crazy worrying.” Whine, whine.


BAM! Buzzing in a tizzy, the purple wasp stung her forehead twice, one sting above each eyebrow. She shrieked. “Why did you sting me? You’ve never done that!”


The wasp hummed in the way only Clara could understand. “Think again, Clara. You’ve dilly-dallied for years about your kids. Thousands of us swore to protect you forever ever since that night in your father’s barn. But you won’t listen to anything we say about your daughter’s death. Talk, we say, just talk. Or you’ll die miserable and alone. But you stay buttoned up. At least on this trip you have a chance to connect with your son, explain how it was all those years.” The exasperated purple wasp whirled in dizzy circles. “For heaven’s sake, you’re an ordinary woman bedeviled by a lion’s share of grief and loneliness. Why wouldn’t you want a chance at peace and reconciliation and truth-telling before you die? Are you crazy? I need to get into your moldy Dream Jars and Brain Rooms to dig out all the muck. But with all your dodging about, I’ve only got thirty-five days left to do it. Or have you forgotten that wasps only live a hundred and twenty days and you are very late to sign on to this enterprise, missy?”


She wasn’t listening. She was a sting virgin, never been stung before. Didn’t want any lecturing just now, thank you very much. She gripped the sides of her head to blot out the pain. She ran inside, put an ice pack on the stings, took a Benadryl, and looked at herself in the mirror. The stings had swollen up and looked like two extra eyes on her forehead. She looked like a religious statue with mystical powers.


Clara looked out the window at her winged attacker, still angrily circling the driveway. This wasp means business.


But she knew that already. That’s why she wanted to back out.


Frank stands by the door of the trailer cab, his muscular arms folded, looking sour and ready to drop. Clara is done looking for cracks.


“Maybe you’re right, Frank. Maybe I just heard something shifting around.” She wants to make peace with him. He’s been on edge the entire trip.


But then so has she. Over four exhausting days, they would pull into rest stops and right away she would jump out of the U-Haul and head for the tethered house. It was empty except for their sleeping bags and a few wardrobe changes. Everything else was in the U-Haul. But she always had to check on the wasps, buzzing furiously in their big beef jerky jars. She kept them in her closet where the two big jars wouldn’t roll around.


After she sat down cross-legged on the floor and peered at each of the sixteen wasps, eight in each jar, Frank always knew what was coming next: She would sing to them: “Some Enchanted Evening,” “Blue Suede Shoes,” “I’ll Be With You in Apple Blossom Time”—God knows what other ancient Top 40 songs. Even thinking about this makes him feel like such a fool. What had he gotten himself into? He’d go sit in the trailer cab to escape her singing and have a smoke, his arm dangling out the window, tapping ashes to the ground.


He started smoking again on this trip. Here he is, forty-six and can’t say no to his mother. He understood about the house, how important it was to her, that she had to save it. He even understood about the wasps in some dim way he didn’t want to admit. But he had just hatched his own run to freedom, which he’d have to put on hold now. He had planned to leave the country with his friend Fernando, go to San Miguel de Allende and build houses for gringos. He had enough money now to go anywhere he wanted.


A few months ago, his Aunt Lillian dropped dead from a heart attack outside a London theater as her new lover, Patrick Chalmers, stood shocked beside her. Lillian’s will left everything to Frank. She had no children, had never married. So Frank promptly quit his boring job with Union Pacific, for which he had endlessly crisscrossed the country for years. He had quit just as Clara got her eviction notice.


So here they are, mother and son yoked together after all these years of hardly seeing each other. At rest stops, they sat wordless at old picnic tables and avoided each other’s eyes. Sometimes they discussed the weather. All along the route, mother and son would ask themselves why they agreed to this hare-brained scheme anyway, tying themselves together like this after years of hardly seeing each other. Tongue-tied, they couldn’t talk about it.


Before it’s too late, she wants to talk with him, laugh with him, be a mother finally after all these years of halting silence and endless grief. He’s her only living family. Her daughter and husband have been dead for years. These deaths, particularly her daughter’s, have scalded her soul. She feels responsible for her daughter’s death and can’t discuss this with anyone. She knows Frank wants to leave the country, but before he does, she wants to reconcile with him, have some loving times with him, heal the painful past they share. She’s tired of living as if she were already dead.


Something in her snapped when she heard the house would be demolished. She and her husband Darrell built that house together almost fifty years ago. She will not lose her house, and she will follow her son to Mars if she has to.
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Frank sighs and walks into Desert Dan’s, where Scotty was supposed to meet them, but he’s not there. Scotty owns Desert Dan’s. So instead of Scotty’s quiet house with three bedrooms, three bathrooms, and beds with sheets, not to mention running water, Frank and his mother have to sleep again in the uprooted house right there in the big parking lot. One bathroom, serviced by a camp toilet and bottled water.


Just as she’s falling asleep, someone scratches at her bedroom screen. Frank doesn’t hear it. He’s already fast asleep on the living room floor in his battered sleeping bag. But she hears it. The scratching stops, and someone snickers and walks away, rattling something, keys or a set of tools. She had slept fitfully, until just now, in the silvery desert morning, when a loud boom boom boom! wracks the walls. She listens carefully, not moving. Someone’s walking around the perimeter, banging on the house real smarty-pants like. Loud, with a beat: ta TUM tum, ta TUM tum. Her house. The house Frank grew up in, the house she’s lived in like a nun for almost thirty years, ever since Frank left after high school.


“What’s that noise?” Musty with sleep, Frank bolts up from his sleeping bag.


“Nothing. Some kid.” She tries to sound brave, but her voice shakes.


“Baloney. Stay here.” He does a quick check outside, comes back in. “Nothing. I’ll talk to Scotty. We’ve got to get off this parking lot.” He yawns, irritated, and climbs back into his sleeping bag.


She’s frightened, wonders if she’s dreaming. First the scratching, now the banging. Why would someone do that? On the road those four days, people waved and smiled at their old house rumbling along the highway. Not like this—rude. Some punk, she tells herself. Standing up straighter, she marches into the cramped bathroom and stumbles over the camp toilet next to the disconnected toilet. She splashes her face with bottled water at the sink, massages her neck near her strawberry birthmark, and anchors her springy salt-and-pepper bob with barrettes. Back in her bedroom, she straps her Timex with the big numbers to her wrist and dresses in her black sports bra, red knit sweatpants, and blue T-shirt. It’s 7:40 in the morning. She’s exhausted.


Thin flesh flaps quiver on her upper arms as she stubbornly does hamstring stretches, downward dog, brave warrior. The wasps are buzzing like mad, butting their heads against the two big beef jerky jars in the closet, trying to get out. She pats the well-aerated lids. The wasps clump furiously in each jar, trying to get to where her hand is.


We want our sugar water.


“Settle down. You know I walk first.”


What was she thinking, luring them into these jars for the long trip? She’s got to let them out, for heaven’s sake. She can’t asphyxiate them. But what if they escape? She can’t be without her wasps. It’s as simple as that. She’s in a fix, one of many. She’ll deal with this one later.


She passes by Frank in his sleeping bag. He stirs, grimacing, his dimples long creases in the brash light, his rumpled sandy hair twisted in crazy curlicues. He waves at her without conviction and mumbles, “I’ll be gone when you get back.”


“I know.” She smiles distractedly and heads for the door.


Wiry, headstrong, Clara will do as she’s always done. She will know this place by walking on its dirt.


She hops off the makeshift steps Frank built for the high-riding flatbed and slowly crosses the big parking lot. It’s pretty quiet this morning. Even so, stray laughter and slammed car doors are too loud for her sleep-deprived state. But her lungs feel pumped up, as if millions of tiny air sacs have sprung to life. She breathes better in this dry air; that’s for sure. In Eugene, her allergies—to ragweed, Douglas fir, molds from the damp climate—were getting to be murder. Her first bout of pneumonia this winter scared her, made her nun-like retreat from life seem suddenly foolish. The sound of bulldozers was the last straw. Everything is conspiring to wake her up, change her life somehow before it’s too late. Something is pushing her, some unknown force. Her forehead aches. She itches the stings. She’s scared.


She squints into the bleached sun low on the horizon. The intense desert light, even this early, is merciless. There’s no shade! Does it even rain here? Signs say, Wells, 68 miles south; Twin Falls, 48 miles north. There’s a Chevron, a Shell, a video store, drugstore, couple of motels, liquor store, 24-hour market/convenience store, and several blocks of mobile homes and prefab houses painted Easter egg colors. They all straggle out on either side of Highway 93 from Desert Dan’s, whose parking lot and huge neon sign dominate the landscape. Smaller casinos hover nearby in nestlets of cars:—the Lucky Clover, the Sun, the Straight Flush. Beyond is plain, no-nonsense desert, a vast weedy plate rimmed by distant low mountains. A medium wind never lets up.


She walks out past the mobile homes, the stucco numbers, the short streets named Black Jack, Hi-Lo, Keno, Double Down, Lady Luck, and onto the desert floor—through hunkered-down weeds, gray-green sagebrush mounds, parched gray dirt littered with beer cans, spent bullets, shredded tires, cigarette butts, and old dried condoms. Her heart rattles in her chest. What is this place anyway? Frank will be busy with his own life. He won’t want to spend much time with her. She knows that. She’ll have to catch him on the run. What will she do here? Will she even have a friend? With a pang, she thinks of her best friend, Abigail Morton, moving to Syracuse to be with her children after the petition drive against the mall failed.


Circling back to the parking lot, she stares at her uprooted house. It stands bereft and hallucinatory above all the cars. Its dirty white siding, faded green trim, and hexagon windows shimmer mirage-like in the early morning heat. After all the aluminum trailers and stucco houses she’s just seen, her house, made entirely of wood, seems freakish out here, unfit for the harsh desert. It looks naked. Termites will eat it. Marauding ants. Unnamed predators, hungry for porous wood. In the parking lot, she squats to tighten a shoelace. She wants to get inside.


Some young guy with long dark hair and cloggy breathing (allergies, she thinks) sticks his head out from behind an SUV. She glances up. Their eyes meet for an instant, hers wide in surprise. He stares hard at her crouched form, daring her somehow, as if he were born to hate the sight of her. Her skin prickles. She stands abruptly and bolts toward her house and the low-hanging sun. He smirks and spits a big brown loogie onto a silver Taurus, then darts back behind the SUV. Her heart races. She will erase this moment.


She climbs the steps to the rickety screen door and peers through the half window. Oh, good. Frank unpacked the kitchen table and chairs from the U-Haul. She can eat at her own table again like a semi-normal person. He’s probably off to see Scotty, who said Frank could work the change booth until he heads off to Mexico.


Just as she’s ready to go inside, a tall, sharp-eyed woman carrying a leather shoulder bag approaches her. She’s dressed in worn tan chinos and a black T-shirt, her long straight hair in a loose bun. She smiles. “This your house?” Her bag is busy with zippers and compartments.


Clara is wary. “Yes. Why?”


“I wonder if I could take a few pictures. I like the way it looks here.”


Hungry for breakfast, Clara frowns. “Are you a photographer?”


“Why, yes. I’ll give you my card.” She zips open a compartment in the leather bag.


“I really need to get inside and eat. Maybe some other time.”


With a beseeching look, the woman says, “I’ll be quick. I promise.” Before Clara can object further, the woman takes a serious-looking camera from her bag and rapidly circles the house and trailer cab, taking quick shots from different angles. Clara is annoyed even as she sees the woman is skilled and fast. “Thanks. I’ve got a deadline. Don’t want to keep you further. Maybe I’ll see you around. I come to Jackpot a lot.” She waves at Clara and heads toward the casino.


Clara turns on the generator and goes inside, vaguely annoyed by the pushy woman. She’s too hungry to face a bottled water shower before she eats. But she can’t ignore the wasps. She gets the two beef jerky jars full of frantic wasps and sets them by the sink.


Quit starving us.


“All right, all right. Get a grip.”


She takes the Ball Mason jar of sugar water from under the sink and pours some into a cup with a pour spout. Carefully she sprinkles the liquid through the punctured lids. The wasps’ steady hum goes up the scale a notch or two as the sweet liquid showers them. They drink or snuffle or whatever it is they do, then clean their wings with their back legs, like flies. Their translucent lavender wings, their slender bodies with purple-and-black banding, their dark heads with microscopic eyes that seem to watch her—she thinks they are beautiful.


In Eugene, Clara was Teacher of the Year, Citizen of the Year, Outstanding Volunteer (at the library, women’s shelter, hospice, Chamber of Commerce)—but no one really knew her. Not Abigail, her best friend, not even herself. Only the wasps—circling the driveway, buzzing under the eaves—know her. Ever since North Dakota in the barn.


Whenever she had a problem, she would just watch the wasps fly lazily around her on the driveway until she found the solution to whatever was bothering her. If banished memories surfaced, the wasps sensed a disturbance and suspended themselves around her head like hummingbirds, as if they could read her mind. When her friends got old enough to start dying, she had her wasps.


She catches sight of the one that always jumps higher, more excitedly than the others, the one that stung her. A purple iridescence covers its body, especially on its head. Its thorax stripes are purple and lavender, its wings shiny lavender, and its head a knockout purple shimmer.


Back in Eugene, if this purple wasp returned to the colony with news of some discovery, the whole swarm would follow the diva into the sky, depriving Clara of their irritable hum. She listened for their frenzied return after they’d seen whatever the alpha wasp had to show them. She wanted to ask Dennis Stedman, who taught natural science at the high school, about the wasps, but Dennis would say wasps weren’t purple and she must be seeing things. So she kept the purple wasps to herself.


Glowing and royal-appearing, they invaded her dreams. Over the years, they spoke to her, sang to her, helped her flounder out of a deep, rancid pool surrounding Samantha’s death. Hold me close, they sang, whispering in her ear. And she did hold them close and hoped she was saved.


This purple wasp is way more intense than the others. This one returns Clara’s gaze, slows her frantic business of tumbling and dancing when Clara watches her. This wasp knows something about her, she’s sure of it—something about Samantha, on the day she died and even before. Things Clara struggles to keep buried in her deepest mental dungeons.


The purple wasp watches Clara from inside the beef jerky jar. Entirely still, the creature sends up a little fzz every so often, as if she’s thinking out loud. The other wasps buzz and crawl about in confusion. Transfixed, Clara breathes faster, almost a pant. She fears this wasp yet needs her. She showers the wasp with extra squirts of sugar water. The creature ignores her offering and crawls away to the other side of the jar, aiming her tail disdainfully at Clara. This wasp, so beautiful and piercing and harsh, rouses a buried part of Clara’s soul, a part that holds the harrowing truth. Sometimes she feels rising hysteria. Then she chatters, can’t think straight, and Frank gets impatient with her. Thank God he’s gone right now. She can’t stand any more scolding this morning.


Thirty-five days to change her life? What was she thinking?





chapter 2
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Last night, Dawson Barth landed in Jackpot too. He slept in a black Camaro he stole in Pocatello, leaving behind a Ford pickup he stole in Cheyenne. He’s wandered all his life. Clara’s sudden house in the morning sun disturbed him. He didn’t want to think about its faded hominess. But he had to get closer, see if the house was even real. He stumbled out of the Camaro and went banging like a brat all the way around the house, hoping to scare anyone inside, just like he’d done last night. The house was real all right, dusty with lumpy siding. Sleepy, hungry, his mind went blank. A few minutes later, he darted behind an SUV as he saw Clara walking briskly toward him in the parking lot.


As she got closer, he heard her deep breathing, saw her perky salt-and-pepper gray hair held behind her ears with two barrettes, her tanned arms, her face a peach blush. He frowned. This woman was good-looking when she was younger. Now she’s probably a grandmother. He was mortified at the sharp pain this idea caused him—a grandmother he sure as hell never had. He was humiliated even to have such a thought, something a six-year-old would think.


Wimp.


She bent down to tighten her shoelace. He heard her tired sigh. She was going toward the old house. On her neck was a strawberry birthmark about half an inch wide. His stomach tightened. His mother had a mark like that by her right ear. He’d forgotten about it. Chomping on a Hostess cupcake from his sack, he pushed spit through the gaps in his teeth to rid them of the pudding-like goo. He spat out a chocolate-brown arc that splatted onto a silver Taurus. Her quick glance made him glower and duck. Then she was up and walking again, faster, toward her house. He raked his hair behind his ears and pulled his Chicago Bulls hat down on his forehead.


Sitting on his mother’s lap when he was four or five, Dawson would touch her red birthmark as he nestled against her shoulder. She didn’t like him to touch it. She’d slap his hand if he did. She was always getting mad about any little thing like that. He never had a father. When he was six, he remembered she’d been really mad about a phone call she got. Stomach rolls shaking, she marched around the apartment, running her hands through her snarled brown hair. Suddenly she picked up some cups and plates and hurled them against the kitchen wall. The dishes shattered and made a terrible noise that scared him. She’d never done that before. She looked like she was going to cry, so he tried to comfort her. He climbed on her lap and patted her forehead. She slapped his hand hard. She didn’t want him touching any part of her face. Crying, he ran and hid in her closet, rich with the smell of her clothes. All that year when he was six, she would get mad every single day and lose her temper with him every minute, and sometimes she would cry and shout about things he couldn’t understand.


One day in that awful year, 1980, she dumped him off at a Safeway in Reno. She had a few errands to run, she said. “Wait in front of Safeway until I come back,” she said. This was after she made him an early lunch of hot dogs and Kool-Aid. He waited and waited, peed his pants, was getting really hungry in the windy afternoon sun. He wanted to go into Safeway and steal some candy bars, but he was scared he’d miss his mom so he didn’t. He sat down cross-legged on the cement and rocked from side to side. People looked at him strangely. A few stopped in their tracks a minute, but no one said anything. When it started to get dark, a nice lady from the police department came and said she was taking him home to her house for the night. For dinner she fed him oatmeal and bacon.


The next day, the lady took him to another place where they asked him a lot of questions he didn’t know or wouldn’t answer. The rest of his growing up years was all foster parents, some nice but more often mean or crazy, men that stubbed out their cigarettes on his chest or arm to make him tough, women that fed him stale Wonder Bread or spoiled cheese that gave him a belly ache. Those years were all a rubble and he didn’t want to think about it. Thinking just got him angry. He’s already been in jail four times, prison once, and here he’s only twenty-five.


He watched Clara coming in from the desert. “Fuck,” he blurted, “must be the old lady from the beat-up house.” He didn’t know why he tied her to the house. He hadn’t seen her come out of it. “Damned old lady gimme a headache,” he muttered softly, kicking the pavement. He hitched up his pants, swaggered into the casino, swung back out again, tried to settle himself by shuffling around the parking lot, focusing on late model cars, staring at dashboard designs and buttery-smooth upholstery, swigging root beer and eating Ding Dongs from his brown paper bag. Tall and skinny with blue-white skin, he was hobbled by an elegant facial structure that cut into his tough guy pose: long thin nose, flat cheekbones, long limp hair. Like a stray cat, he rubbed up against the empty cars.


He watched her enter the house, the sun blazing now. He was right. It’s her house. Something impossible and longed-for rose in him, something he always squelched, a feeling that could unman him. He looked around. There was no one. He wanted to run his fingers along the siding again, make sure it was real, not a mirage. The old lady wouldn’t hear him tromping around. She was probably hard of hearing.


He ran to her house and circled it fast. The house was funky. It almost had a stink to it. It was crumbling, falling apart: gapped eaves, shingles worn thin around the edges, bumpy paint, loose rain gutters full of debris, window frames coming away from the siding. It tore his heart out.


Back among the cars, he mulled. It’s her all right, the old lady who lives in a shoe. What the hell is she doing in a place like this? This is no place for her. She belongs behind a white picket fence. He’ll show her.


He slid out the screwdriver he always carried in his back Levi’s pocket. Pressing hard, he made long scratches on a dirty Chevy Caprice, then on a Honda Accord and a black Lexus with gold spoke hubcaps. On each car he scratched out two letters of a word. The complete word was wheeee. He’ll be the only one who knows the letters make a word stretched over three cars. The owners will be too stupid to figure it out. He snickered, stuffing the last of the Ding Dong in his mouth, where it bulged and churned.


Later that first day, Dawson watched a sandy-haired man drive the house across the highway. The man parked the house in the far corner of a vacant lot. It was probably her son. Another guy, tall and thin, walked ahead of the load and acted as guide. Dawson watched the two men and the old woman unload the U-Haul. He snickered: The furniture was as ratty looking as the house. But the tall, skinny guy didn’t stick it out. He wiped his forehead and slumped back to the casino after about fifteen minutes. So the old lady and her son carried in all the boxes themselves and disappeared inside the house. Later, her son crossed the highway and disappeared into Desert Dan’s.


Dawson smiled. She’s alone now, nobody around her.


The son probably has twenty-five pounds on Dawson, but the son is also older. It would be a good fight if it came to that. A hungry surge of adrenalin pulsed in his veins.


Now it’s close to midnight, and Dawson stares at Clara’s house in the towering desert night. He’s down to his last three bucks; his stomach is painfully empty. He clicks his small yellowed teeth together, shoots saliva around his mouth to knock out the last Ding Dong deposits.


He’s sitting in the black Camaro, getting calmer. He scans the horizon, looking for a sign of some kind, the low mountains invisible in the dark. From time to time he pushes his hair away from his face with a sleepy arm movement. The MP3 player he lifted from a Chicago Wal-Mart is secured to an arm band, earphones pulsing. Rap saturates every waking moment these days, an angry male rumble in the summer of 2000. He’s just another white guy who secretly likes it. His face grows wistful. He tries to remember a certain song, but he’s forgotten it.


He wants to head to Reno, try to scare up his mother after all these years. He’s been everywhere else, always with her name, Nancy Jetta Barth, in the back of his mind: San Antonio, Albuquerque, San Bernardino, Casper, Bend, Newark, he forgets how many. Plus a couple of prison stops he doesn’t like to think about. His jaw muscles flex.


The light in Clara’s house goes out. He dozes off, arms hugging his thin chest. At two thirty in the morning, he wakes, hungry, and remembers what he’s about. He opens the glove compartment, unfolds a paper, and scoots some white powder into a line with his folded map of the Western United States. He leans over and snorts it with his trusty plastic straw that tastes salty because he’s stuck it up his nose so many times.


The dingy house is barely visible in the dark, a house with history, a stinking time capsule that doesn’t even belong in this tent town. What was she thinking anyway? Random losers come here for jackpots in the sky and blotto, blotto, blotto. She should’ve stayed where she came from, Mary Poppins land. He gets out of the car, stuffs a flashlight in his back pocket, and strides across the highway.


Hearing a sound, Clara bolts from bed, stands trembling in her nightgown, not knowing if the sound was real or from her interrupted dream: a faceless man firing a pistol into a packed concert hall, people stampeding toward the exits.


She crosses her arms, trying to stop shivering, and grasps the sides of her breasts. What’s that awful grating noise? Frank must still be in the casino. The house is quiet and he usually snores. So the trip is barely over and now this? In the vacant lot where no one can see or hear her? The area where Scotty said nobody would bother them?


She always stuffs nightmares into her Dream Jar, the ironclad place in her brain, and screws the lid on tight. Her Dream Jar crushes nightmares into cellular waste. Things stay tidy in her head that way. Now the Dream Jar bangs against her forehead, outside her head, making her headache worse.


She hears a knife cutting the screen in the sewing room, across the hall from her bedroom. Samantha’s room! Sounds of breaking glass, a heavy rock hitting the floor. Weak with terror, she almost crumples, then thinks: Not me, nightmare man. I will not sink to any floor.


She creeps into Frank’s room next to Samantha’s. Barely breathing, she peeks through the curtained window, sees someone’s profile in moonlight: someone young, surly, male, plucking glass shards out from the window frame. He’s not even trying to be quiet. He’s trying to hoist himself through the broken window but keeps slipping back. His jumping makes the house quiver, as if a giant tyrannical parent were shaking her because she’d been bad. Why are you here, what have I done, is my house against the law here? Head thrown back, he gulps the last swigs from a can he tosses on the ground. His greasy skin gleams silver in the moonlight; his Adam’s apple is huge and moving. He wipes his nose on the back of his hand, lets out an unguarded grunt as he jumps big and the house quivers.


He’s in.


Samantha’s room.


Crack! That was a cabinet leg! He landed on the sewing machine cabinet directly under the window. Panicked, she almost cries out: the indispensable 1954 Singer, the machine Darrell bought at great financial sacrifice back then, the machine she still keeps faithfully oiled and serviced, the sewing machine she kept in the living room before Samantha died.


Now she’s furious. Rage boils in her. She peers down the dark hall, braces herself in the bedroom doorway. He’s heading toward the living room and kitchen. He hasn’t seen her yet. His flashlight makes a jumpy light show on all her things. He’s tossing all her books on the floor from the bookcases Darrell made of oak he scavenged from the old J.C. Penney store in Eugene. He’s throwing homemade sofa pillows onto the floor, sweeping magazines off the coffee table. A tinkling crash. No!


She’d know that sound anywhere. The robber broke the porcelain ballerina that should be safely hidden in her dresser drawer instead of out here on the coffee table for her to admire because it made the trip safely. She grasps her head. Darrell bought that figurine for her when she was pregnant with Samantha, and by chance the statue foretold the child’s talent in ballet. Samantha, now escaped from the memory room in Clara’s brain, dances madly in her mother’s head. Anger and devastation shake them both.


The robber lifts and slams the small black-and-white TV back onto its TV tray. He shoves the old Emerson radio screeching across the oak end table to crash on the floor. Samantha flees back to her memory room, lit by an eternal bronze-lit light. Even in death, she knows her mother will protect the museum of her childhood home. This is a battle for her mother to fight, not her.


Now he’s in the kitchen at the other end of the house, shining his flashlight, sliding out the canisters, sticking his filthy hands into the flour, the sugar, the rice. He sweeps his hands over the kitchen counter, opening drawers, throwing old phone books on the floor, her ancient plastic address file. He finds nothing. She has nothing. He starts back down the hall, heading for the bedrooms, where indeed she has a few things.


She’s beyond fear now. She could tear him apart. As he approaches, she steps into the hall, arms tightly folded across her shivering chest.


“There’s nothing for you here. Get out of my house. Now.” He’s so startled to see her small form in the hallway, speaking so fearlessly to him, that he bolts to the broken sewing room window, leaps onto the steps, and is gone.


Listening hard, hearing no one, Clara throws on her green summer bathrobe and jumps barefoot onto the dirt of the vacant lot with a butcher knife in her hand. Her heart roaring, she carries the wooden steps back to where they belong and stands there, her small arms loose at her sides, hair skewed from sleep. The robber had carried the steps to her window. The air is still. Her ears adjust like a wily animal’s to a finer frequency. The desert sky is a stinging background hum. It’s the sound of power poles or her rushing blood. Cars pass by on the highway, the ripped air sounding like torn silk. The indifferent hum swallows everything. She feels invisible and savage in the vast starlit night.


Darrell whispers from his eternal bronze-lit room in her brain, the room next to Samantha’s. I would’ve throttled the guy before he got inside.


I know, I know. So why did you leave me?


Silently, Darrell fades back into his unchanging museum. For a moment, everything is quiet and her mind goes blank.


Her heart races again. The stranger knew he could be brazen, knew Frank was in the casino. He had spied on her! Then she thinks: This is nonsense. I will not play Terrorized Old Person. I will find this young man and talk to him. I will find out what the trouble is.


Back inside, her impulse is to straighten the house, sleep be damned. She wipes her dirty feet with a wet rag, puts on her slippers, turns on the generator and all the lights, and goes from room to room, putting drawers and cushions and books back where they belong. She sweeps up the broken glass in the sewing room, pushes cardboard from a packing box into the empty window space, draws the curtain over it. He cracked a sewing machine leg. She can fix that. The Lladró figurine has a broken arm and leg. She won’t think about it. She leaves it on the coffee table to glue together first thing in the morning. Never in all her life has anyone tried to rob her house. She thought her house was a fortress. She covers her face with her hands.


Welcome to the party, hon, snorts the raucous hum in her brain. It’s a wild world out here. It’s about time you leave your prison cell. We’ve all been waiting, you know.


Startled, she looks around. A brief shimmer of lavender wings passes before her eyes. The voice is so close, right in her ear.





chapter 3



[image: Image]


She hardly sleeps. The smell of someone else is in the house, a stranger’s sweat, rancid, unwashed. Where’s Frank? Where’s someone, anyone—a non-robber—she could talk to? She sets the two wasp jars on the table to distract herself while she eats. The creatures are unusually disoriented this morning. They collide into each other in their cramped quarters, have angry tiffs. Rinsing her dishes, she looks out the window, watches cars come and go from Desert Dan’s parking lot. She puts the wasp jars back in her closet. She’s got to get her mind off all this.


Well, she always was a movie fan. Set close to the highway, Jackpot Video is maybe 15’x15’, packed with velvet pictures of Elvis and dogs; T-shirts, mugs, shot glasses, and coasters, all labeled “Jackpot.” Videos line a few shelves: Star Wars, Independence Day, the blockbusters.


The puffy-looking owner, pale and agreeable-looking, says he just got the new Harry Potter movie.


Clara grins. “How about some Claudette Colbert, Myrna Loy, Bette Davis, Rosalind Russell. How about His Girl Friday?”


“Sorry. People around here want Clint Eastwood, Bruce Lee, The Terminator.”


“That’s not surprising,” pipes up a voice from the back of the store.


It’s the woman who photographed Clara’s house yesterday. Clara cringes but at the same time feels friendlier this morning after the break-in. The women smile at each other.


The owner looks at them apologetically. “We’ve only been open three months. Who knows, maybe I’ll get up a classic section. You two like Charlie Chaplin?”


“Love Charlie Chaplin,” they chorus, then alternate, laughing, as if cheerleading:


“Modern Times.”


“The Gold Rush.”


“City Lights.”


“The Great Dictator.”


The owner smiles, encouraging them. “W.C. Fields? Buster Keaton?”


Clara frowns. “Nix. Screwball comedies and selected oldies. I’m actually very fussy.”


“I love W.C. Fields and Buster Keaton,” the woman says, as if she were being personally attacked.


She’s not from around here, Clara thinks, intrigued, noticing the woman’s expensive-looking slacks and T-shirt, her large horn-rimmed glasses, her caffeinated air of fanatical concentration.


Bemused, the owner looks from one to the other. “Well, ladies, keep coming back. Maybe we can set something up.” He gives them each a chartreuse fluorescent key chain that says Jackpot Videos, Highway 93, Jackpot, Nevada. They thank him and wander outside together.


The woman turns cautiously to Clara. “Nice talking to you again. But where’s your house?” Clara smiles and points to the vacant lot. The woman laughs. “Maybe you should chain it down.”


Clara likes hearing the woman laugh, likes being around someone who’s not going to rob her. And the woman isn’t pushy this morning. On impulse, she invites her in for coffee. In Eugene, it might take her months to warm up to a new acquaintance.


“I’d like that very much. By the way, my name is Arianna Paul. And you?”


“Clara Breckenridge.”


Before they go inside, Arianna runs her hand along the rough siding. “What is this here? All this lumpiness and dried bits of something?”


Clara starts at the woman’s bluntness. “Lilacs. Dead lilacs caught in the paint.”


“What?”


“The painters were cheap, always in a hurry. They held the branches out with one hand and painted with the other. They let the lilacs slap back onto wet paint.” Clara’s eyes glisten, much to her dismay. “I was careless for not checking. The bushes were thick around the house. The painters knew I’d probably not check. I had the same painters for years. So on the bottom half of the house, all you see are lumps of paint with bits of brown, beige, and gray sticking out, withered lilac petals in all states of decomposition. My house is a museum for dead lilacs.” She clears her throat, looks down at her hands.


The woman gives her a long look. “Would you mind if I took a few more exterior shots? I was in a hurry yesterday.”


“It’s just an old house. The trip wasn’t good for it, see?” Clara pulls on a loose window frame, stares at the eager woman. “Well, if you’re quick. I really need that coffee.”


“Me too.”


Arianna takes out her elaborate camera and shoots more closely the dead lilac petals, the loose window frames with crazed green paint, the bedraggled oak doors that lead to the kitchen and the living room. In the trailer cab, she shoots owner Todd’s crucifix and plastic Betty Boop hanging from the rearview mirror, the ripped vinyl upholstery, the fecund trash on the floor. She shoots Clara irritably standing there in her faded jeans and orange T-shirt, her arms folded across her chest, a tendril of wavy hair blowing across her forehead, her brown eyes alert and impatient. The photographer backs off to take quick shots of the casinos, mountains, sky, sagebrush. She studies each shot, adjusts her gauges, then a rapid click, click, click. She holds her breath as she shoots, exhales softly or explosively when it’s over, like a musician breathes to match the phrasing.


They go inside. Arianna takes in the simple furnishings, the lack of pretense. She watches Clara pour bottled water into a saucepan and turn on the heating plate. “You’ve really uprooted everything, haven’t you?” she says in amazement. She is watching Clara carefully.


“My son and I just got in from Eugene last night,” she blurts. “We’re going to live here. Maybe.”


This is the first time she’s spoken to anyone about the move. She feels a little crazy speaking to a stranger. It’s as if she can’t control herself any more. She shivers. Maybe she’s on a thinner edge than she realized. In fact, she doesn’t know what she’ll do with the house. Will she stay? Go? Everything depends on how things develop with Frank. If he stays, she’ll stay. If he goes, she will go. But where? How much more traveling can the house take? Is it still sound? She’s got to get running water, for Pete’s sake. She had assumed Frank would stay: Frank and Scotty are lifelong friends. She made this move in the heat of passion, and now her thoughts are crashing into a scary reality.


She hears the wasps buzzing loudly in the bedroom. They are trying to tell her something, but they’re holed up in the beef jerky jars. She wants them near her. Too much is happening: robbery, harassment, this inquisitive woman.


She tries to still her shaking hands as she and Arianna sit on the couch and sip their coffee in silence. Finally Arianna says, “I’ve always lived in apartments or lofts, never a house. Your place makes me homesick somehow.”


“Me too.” Clara smiles.


With quiet resolve, the woman pulls out a plain white business card from her shoulder bag and hands it to Clara: Arianna Paul, photographer. Lower Manhattan gallery address and contact information. “Would you mind if I took a few interior shots, Clara? I promise to be quick.”


A little dotty from her sleepless night, Clara stares at the woman. “Don’t know why you’d want to.” She yawns, sets her coffee cup on the coffee table, and massages her temples. The two wasp stings are still sore. Again the wasps buzz loudly from the bedroom, as if they have something to say.


Oh, dear God. How many days are left before my wasp dies? I’m not making any progress, am I? Where’s Frank?


Arianna leans toward Clara with sudden urgency. “Right, my dear. You’re tired, and I’m on my way to Elko. Look, I’ll bring you the prints in a couple of weeks or sooner. Who knows if we’ll get another chance?” She pauses, writes a cousin’s address and phone number on the back of her card, and hands it back to Clara. “Here’s the thing. I’ve been thinking about this ever since I saw you. I’m going to be in a photography show at the Met opening July first called ‘Hidden America: Photography in the New Millennium.’ Your house is a perfect fit. I think New Yorkers would really appreciate it. Why not take a chance?”


Clara laughs, pointing to loose plaster fallen in the corner. “You have to be kidding. It’s just an old house. Why would New Yorkers be interested in a small house built in ancient times with no money? Or in an old woman foolish enough to drag her house from near-rainforest to desert? What you’ve taken pictures of, my dear, is an old house starting to fall apart and an old woman ready for the madhouse.” A sudden rush of feeling startles her.


“Now that’s nonsense, Clara, and I think you know it.” They fall silent again, finishing their coffee.


Clara studies the floor, trying to hold back entirely inappropriate tears. Finally she says, “Oh, all right. But hurry. I’ve got to get some lunch.” She feels worn down and tired. But something about this woman, her steeliness, the light in her eye, intrigues her. Forty years ago, she was like that herself, untouched by tragedy, a fanatical teacher who wanted to change her students’ lives.


At Clara’s “yes,” the wasps go wild in the bedroom. Arianna smiles as if Clara has just given permission to photograph rare jewels before they are snatched away. Camera whirring, she scurries from room to room, starting with the kitchen. A wash of sunlight from the window shines on the chipped porcelain sink, the heavily chromed appliances, green Formica table and chairs, cream tile countertops, scuffed linoleum floor. Motley canisters line the counter. Crocheted hot pads hang from magnet hooks on the oven door. In the living room, the twelve-inch TV sits on an old metal TV tray, a VCR under it on the floor. A shapeless sofa in worn navy velvet occupies the opposite wall. The plain oak coffee table is thick with magazines. An adjoining wall has a matching easy chair and two oak bookcases stuffed with dog-eared books. Opposite is a plain oak rocker and oak end table with the old Emerson radio on it. Darrell made all the furniture. Somehow she’s irritated that Arianna’s looking at it.
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