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			Praise for

			All We Had

			“Smart and unflinchingly honest and brilliantly voiced, All We Had is a remarkably accomplished and compelling first novel. Annie Weatherwax’s other artistic persona as a visual artist has made her an instant expert at one of the most challenging but fundamental skills of a fiction writer: the ability to render the moment to moment sensual thereness of a scene. I can’t wait to see what she writes next.”

			—Robert Olen Butler, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain

			“The most profound insights in All We Had have to do with the potential hidden costs of ‘economic recovery’ . . . There’s much to recommend this lovely debut novel, but the best of its virtues are these truths.”

			—Stacia L. Brown, The Washington Post

			“Part commentary on the subprime crisis past, comic novel All We Had keeps you reading for its small observations.”

			—Leigh Newman, O, The Oprah Magazine

			“A vivid journey into the dark side of the American Dream . . . alternates between black comedy and heartbreaking realism . . . an enjoyable read that takes an important look at economic ­insecurity.”

			—Betty J. Cotter, Providence Journal

			“At first blush, a story about a young girl and her mother making a road trip from Los Angeles to Boston with the last few dollars they have may seem like a repeat of other novels. However, All We Had rises above that trend to highlight Ruthie’s journey from hopelessness to hope, from being with only her mother to finding a family in a way that readers will remember long after the last page.”

			—School Library Journal

			“Weatherwax’s first novel is an intimate portrayal of poverty and need and a quiet commentary on American Culture. An eccentric cast of characters, from the transgender waitress to the old couple with the hardware store, add an endearing quality to this thought-provoking coming-of-age story.”

			—Booklist

			“A fresh voice that sculpts with words in a way that’s as beautiful as it is brutal. I love this story and the hands that crafted it.”

			—Patricia Cornwell

			“All We Had is a remarkable combination of the fierce and the tender, taking the reader on the journey of a mother and daughter struggling against daunting odds to find a place they can call home. It is at its core a love story, sometimes heartbreaking, but always a strong, quiet, and powerful look at the human heart.”

			—Kate Alcott, New York Times bestselling author of The Dressmaker and The Daring Ladies of Lowell

			“A remarkably authentic story of folks on the skids . . . Weather­wax’s smart style, crisp narrative, sharp dialogue, and vivid descriptions send a powerful message: there is hope hidden in despair.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Infuses gritty humor and poignancy into the story of the hardscrabble existence of a mother and daughter . . . Weatherwax’s tight dialogue and short, emotionally charged scenes examine hope, the meaning of home, and the unbreakable bond of love between mother and daughter.”

			—Kathleen Gerard, Shelf Awareness

		

	
		
			for my mother

		

	
		
			“Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried.”

			—Book of Ruth

		

	
		
			Part One
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Grit

			Phil’s kitchen was littered with crap. A rotisserie chicken from the convenience store down the street sat on a plate at the center of his table. It glistened and shimmered with fat as it teetered unevenly on a pile of old papers.

			It was June 2005, I was thirteen. My mother had just lost one of her part-time jobs at Walgreens and another landlord was threatening to kick us out. So with her movie-star looks and Oscar-worthy acting, voilà! Out of nowhere, she produced Phil, an instant boyfriend with a place to live. It was my least favorite of her acts, but it always worked.

			It was over 95° that day in Orange, California. The breeze from the fan in the window traveled up the chicken’s spine and the remains of a few feathers quivered.

			Phil sat next to my mother across from me. He reached forward, yanked off a drumstick, and the entire arrangement shook. “Mmmm, I just loooove chicken,” he drawled, biting off a piece. I hated all my mother’s boyfriends. Uniformly, they were jerks. This one, I decided, might also have some brain damage.

			A 1-800-next-day-wall-to-wall-carpet installer, Phil claimed he could have a one-bedroom house totally carpeted in under two hours. He talked about his job as if he were a paramedic. “People need carpeting. It’s important,” he’d explained. “And for some, it’s urgent.”

			Except for a trophy of thinning hair quaffed and perched on the front of his head, Phil was bald. He had a big bushy beard and his mustache grew all the way over his mouth. It squirmed on his upper lip when he chewed. It was gross.

			He lived on the first floor of a run-down building on MacArthur Boulevard. His apartment smelled like carpet glue. Dark paneling was everywhere and half the ceiling was coming down.

			“Oh, honey.” My mother patted Phil’s arm as if he were a baby. “I’m so glad you like the chicken.”

			You’d never know it by the way she was acting with him, but my mother was fierce and smart. She could spot an asshole from a thousand miles away and her favorite word by far was fuck.

			“I like them earrings, too.” Phil gestured, nodding and pointing his chicken leg in her direction. “They go real good with your dress.”

			She clutched her chest in a soap-opera swoon.

			I’d seen this act a million times before. If I had to classify it, I’d call it phony melodrama. And every man my mother ever dated fell for it.

			My mother finished her ogling and got up to use the bathroom. With the chicken leg in his hand, Phil stretched out his arms, yawned loudly, and showed his crooked yellow teeth.

			A truck whizzed by. The house shook and a sprinkle of plaster drifted down from the ceiling like snow. Phil gazed around with a dull look and went on chewing.

			I eyed him across the table.

			“Psst,” I whispered. He closed his mouth and looked at me.

			“Yeah?” he said.

			I moved closer, pulled my glasses down my nose, and looked him in the eye.

			“You ever hit a woman?” I asked.

			“No, ma’am.” He tugged on his beard nervously. “Never hit a one.”

			I squinted my eyes lower. “Well, if you ever hit my mother, I’m going to set your beard on fire and watch you burn to the ground.”

			My mother said I was born knowing exactly what to say and do. It was a gift she didn’t have.

			Phil looked good and worried now. He picked his napkin up and wiped his forehead.

			I withdrew. I pushed my glasses up and sat back in my seat.

			“Know what happened to the last guy who hit her?” I asked.

			“No, ma’am.” He pulled on his beard again.

			“He’s dead,” I stated matter-of-factly, stabbing my last piece of chicken with my fork.

			One of my mother’s ex-boyfriends was in fact dead, but not because I set him on fire. He died in a car crash with whiskey on his breath.

			“And one other thing,” I added, “the bathroom is gross. Clean up your overspray and put the seat down when you’re done.”

			He burped. When his mustache vibrated he seemed surprised to feel it move. He wiped his mouth, put his napkin down, and looked at me.

			“Fair enough,” was all he said, smiling.

			It sent shivers up my spine.
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			Clearly, Phil was an axe murderer. He probably had a freezer full of body parts hidden in a storage unit somewhere.

			I searched his place for drugs and firearms. I was sure he had kiddie porn stashed inside a drawer. But I didn’t find a thing. He didn’t drink or yell and he went on saying nice things to my mother, about her hair, her eyes, her makeup, her clothes.

			But Phil did not fool me. No matter how they started, all my mother’s boyfriends turned into assholes. It was only a matter of time before he did too.
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			Five nights later, I was lying in bed when I heard a floorboard squeak. I listened and waited, but nothing happened. The day had never cooled; the air was dry and hot. The only window faced the street. The corner pane was boarded up.

			The plumbing clattered. A speeding car outside left a whoosh, and a smattering of shadows spun across the walls. Then, one by one, footsteps in the hall got closer. When my door creaked open, my throat seized. A shadow loomed in the doorway and blocked out all the light.

			With Alfred Hitchcock lighting and the theme from Jaws hammering in my head, I waited for the axe to rise. I opened my mouth to let out a bloodcurdling scream. In a perfect finale, it would echo on through the night. But then I heard a sigh.

			“Push over,” my mother said to me, “I can’t sleep.”
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			When life was just me and her, it felt like magic. When we slept, we fit together like spoons. We’d start out with her arm wrapped around me, and in the middle of the night, like clockwork, we’d switch. It made no difference where—we could be sleeping in an alley or on a single cot, but we never crowded each other or pulled the covers off no matter how small they were.

			Phil, according to her, snored. But I knew what was really going on. She missed our late-night conversations like she always did and she was bored.

			That night she chitchatted like nothing was wrong. She repeated several episodes of Roseanne verbatim. Normally when she did this it made me crazy, but I missed her too. So I laughed at all the right parts and hung on her every word.

			Finally after two nights she dropped the charade and started talking about what was really on her mind.

			“Phil likes kissing too much and his penis is small.” My mother never treated me like some stupid kid. We told each other everything, but this topic made me want to kill myself.

			From what she’d said, the penis, I decided, was like a dim-­witted dangerous child growing between the legs. But I knew when it was best to just listen. In exchange for her confidence, I remained neutral.

			“I’m thinking about leaving him,” she finally said one night. And even though I wanted to shout, “Halle-fucking-lujah!” I maintained my cool and nodded, expressionless. If I didn’t, it could backfire. Like a stray cat, one false move and she’d be gone.

			[image: ]

			I got tired of waiting, so when Phil was on a carpet call, I took a gamble and made my move. I packed my stuff into two garbage bags and dragged them into the kitchen.

			My mother was there cooking. Not in the way she usually did—by sticking already-cooked things in plastic containers into the microwave and pressing High. She was actually wearing an apron, chopping something, and trying to use the stove.

			Phil had a crappy little TV with a coat-hanger antenna jammed in the corner of the kitchen counter and Wheel of Fortune—her favorite—was on. The image was fuzzy and blurry. It made the wheel look oblong. A plump lady in a plum dress took hold of the shape and spun it around. She bounced up and down and brought her small hands together in quick, staccato clapettes.

			I cleared my throat. My mother finally turned and saw me, the knife limp in her hand.

			I was tomboyish and rough around the edges, but she was classically beautiful. She had emerald eyes, flawlessly arched eyebrows, full lips, and a perfect figure. And she moved with natural grace, no matter how bad the conditions were around her.

			But my mother was tired. She had me when she was sixteen, and even though she was now only twenty-nine, worry lines were beginning to define her face. In this light, her eyes were dull. The hints of gold in her light brown hair looked flat and dark. Her hair was up with her favorite tortoiseshell clip, but the clip had come loose and her hair was spilling out. She reached up and tucked a strand back in.

			Her eyes slowly traveled down my arm and rested on my bags, but she ignored me. She turned away, picked her cigarette up off the edge of the counter, took a drag, and started chopping again.

			“Come on, Mom,” I pleaded. “We can go somewhere nice like the beach.” We were only twenty minutes from the ocean, but we’d hardly ever been. “We could get beef tacos—the crispy kind with extra cheese.” I knew that’s how she liked them.

			There was more clapping on TV because someone bought a vowel. My mother looked to see which one.

			Ding, ding, ding, ding, ding. Vanna White turned over five e’s.

			“Come on, Mom,” I said again.

			My mother raised a finger (one minute please) as she sounded out the clue.

			“One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest,” I said. It was such a standard on this show.

			“You know,” she said, then turned and glared at me, “I really hate it when you do that. I almost had it.”

			“Well. I’m leaving. Are you coming or not?”

			But she didn’t answer. She picked up the knife—chop, chop, chop.

			“Mom!” I stamped my foot.

			“I heard you!” She slapped the knife down and turned around to look at me. “You think I like it here any more than you do? Well, I don’t, but I don’t have a job, and we have exactly, let me add it up”—she looked at the ceiling and pretended to calculate—“no money.”

			“So what?” I failed to see what else was new.

			“We-have-no-money.” She enunciated loudly and slowly as if I were deaf, then picked up her cigarette and sucked on the end of it so hard the hollows of her cheeks caved in.

			“Fine!” I shrieked. “I’ll go by myself.” I grabbed my bags and dragged them toward the door.

			Usually our fights escalated rapidly until we were shouting the single word jerk back and forth at each other, as if we were married. But this time, there was silence. The only sound was the tick, tick, tick of the knife on the chopping board.

			“My hand is on the doorknob!” I yelled. “I’m turning it! I’m pulling the door open! Have a nice life! Good-bye, adios, arrivederci, sayonara!”

			A truck sped by in front of me. An empty Bud can rattled along the curb behind it. A cloud of exhaust and the bitter smell of gasoline lingered in the street. The sun felt hot enough to burn the earth to ashes. The air was so stifling, I could barely breathe. My eyes fell out of focus. The city sounds of traffic moaned and slowed until I could hardly hear them. But the sound of my mother’s knife on the cutting board grew louder. My tactics usually worked, but I feared today they wouldn’t.

			I took a step out the door. Flap, flap, flap. In the other room, the wheel of fortune spun around.

			We had planned our whole lives out together. We dreamed someday we’d own a house. My version of it was always yellow with black shutters for contrast. A custom-made welcome mat would sit in front of the door with our names—Ruthie and Rita Carmichael—written in script at an angle. In my mother’s version the house was white and our names were written on the mailbox. But we both agreed: our house would sit back from the road on a corner at a pleasing angle and we’d have a pool.

			“Bye.” I swallowed. I started to close the door behind me when her chopping stopped.

			A long moment passed.

			“Wait,” she finally called. “I’m coming.”
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			“Okay, that’s it, come on. Let’s go, move it, fast, before he gets home.” I knew the drill. My mother traveled with a tattered old suitcase and two garbage bags and I was lugging her last one. She stood in the doorway and waved me on. I headed for the car but when I realized she wasn’t following me, I went back and found her waddling out of the kitchen with the TV resting on her belly. “We can sell it at the pawn shop,” she said.

			So I looked around and grabbed the closest thing—a toilet-bowl-shaped ashtray with a figure of a man squatting over it with his pants down. “He’s shitting cigarette butts,” Phil had said. “Get it?”

			“That’s it,” my mother said, “just that one thing, now let’s go.” I ran my ashtray out to the car and when I turned around my mother was stumbling down the walkway. She was now balancing the TV with one hand on her hip. In the other hand she carried a lamp. “I really like this.” She lifted it slightly to show me. So I ran back in for another ashtray.

			And, even though my mother had sworn we’d never do this again, before we knew it we were robbing him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Deliverance

			When I think about my mother, I think about our car—a 1993 Ford Escort. It was the only thing we owned. I was ten when we bought it from a lot on West High Street. The salesman had thick leathery skin with lines crisscrossing his face as if a kid had scribbled on him with a Sharpie.

			He kept telling my mother how everything about the car was deluxe. The seats, the windows, the wipers—even the blower for the AC and heat were all high-speed and deluxe. But he had a really big lisp so the word sounded more like de-lux-thh. I remember the visible splatter of spit. It was gross.

			My mother didn’t notice, though. She was too busy admiring the car. Walking around it, coquettishly grazing her fingers over the hood.

			“Do the seats go back?” she asked, batting her eyes, donning a fake Dolly Parton southern accent.

			I don’t know how she did it, but if just one person from Lifetime TV could see her acting, she’d become a superstar overnight.

			Her performance that day was so good it took her only ten minutes.

			“A woman’s gotta do what a woman’s gotta do,” she said, emerging from his office, swaying her hips and dangling the keys off her fingertips. Back then I had no idea what that meant. “It’s just the way life works,” she added, which cleared up exactly nothing.

			As I got older her explanations became less wordy. “I only blow them, I don’t fuck them. There’s a difference, you know.”
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			We stopped and sold what we could—Phil’s DVD player, sound system, and old laptop. The rest of it, the guy said, was junk. So we put it back in the car and made our way past all the neighborhood places—the laundromat where the owner shook her cane and cursed if you didn’t clean the lint tray, the cash checks here! and cell phones for cheap! place, and Glamour Glitz, where my mother once worked sweeping hair. Broken-down cars sat on cinderblocks in every other driveway. Engines, batteries, spark plugs, and cables were strewn about like guts. Brightly colored plastic baby crap cluttered the front yards of run-down houses. We rode by shacks and empty parking lots and a spattering of makeshift churches with hand-painted signs, jesus has risen! and jesus saves! and one that just had his name spray-painted at an angle across the door.

			My mother loved to drive her car. There was a dent in the middle of the hood, a rattle in the trunk, and once in a while the car backfired. But she would steer it, palm open on the wheel, as if she were gliding down Hollywood Boulevard in a Cadillac.

			That day, though, she looked as if she’d just buried a friend. She sat stiff and grim in her seat. The road in front of us, littered with garbage, reflected in her sunglasses. Her jaw jutted forward. She looked straight ahead but I could tell she was seeing nothing.

			“You didn’t love him,” I ventured.

			She shook her head. “What do you think, life is one big Hallmark moment? Pfft,” she sputtered. “Love, that’s a good one.”

			She went back staring dismally out the window. I let some time pass before I spoke again.

			“He had a pencil dick,” I reminded her.

			“I could have dealt with that,” she said.

			“His mustache was always covered with crud.”

			“He wiped it off,” she argued.

			“His crack was always showing and he had pimples on his neck.”

			“No, he didn’t.”

			“Yes, he did. I saw one.”

			She mumbled something to herself and shook her head again.

			My mother’s mood could backslide fast. I waited, then tried a more subtle approach.

			“You know what I think? I think our pool should have a slide.”

			The mere thought of having a pool could bathe my mother with light. “A pool . . .” she’d sigh, a glint twinkling in her eyes. But this time, nothing in her stirred.

			“We could build an outdoor bar,” I added. With this she glanced at me. “And we could get those giant umbrellas to set up everywhere.”

			She considered this. “Would they tilt?”

			“Of course!” I said a little overenthusiastically. “We wouldn’t think of having any other kind. And we could get those rafts—you know, the ones that have a place to put your cocktail.”

			“I love those,” my mother said as I knew she would.

			“It’s going to be awesome. We’ll put a cabana on one end and a snack bar on the other and maybe we’ll have a diving board, too.”

			A few minutes went by. We were driving under the overpass to Route 57. The beams above were streaked with bird shit, some of it dripping and wet.

			“You know what . . .” she said. She pulled the car over, put it in park, took her sunglasses off, and twisted in her seat to look at me. Through the seam in the pavement above us a sliver of light fell across her face. It flickered like a strobe as the cars thump-thump-thumped overhead.

			“I’ve been thinking. You’re right. I think it’s time for a change of scenery. What are we waiting for? We have a car and we have money now.” It was true, we got $950 for Phil’s stuff and we hardly ever had that kind of ready cash. “And you know what else?” my mother added. “I think it’s time you and I head to Boston. We’re going to end up there anyway.”

			My mother was not certain about much, but one thing she knew for sure was that I was smart enough to get into any college, and Boston, according to her, had all the best schools.

			She and I had lived on and off the street, or in shelters. We moved in and out with boyfriends—sometimes with breathtaking speed. The few times that we could afford to rent our own apartment never lasted. Even when my mother worked four jobs, it was hard for us to pay our rent. And we never stayed in one place for more than six months. But I hardly ever missed a day of school. She made certain that every school system knew who I was and where the bus should pick me up.

			“Yup.” My mother nodded, agreeing with herself. “Harvard is going to hand you a scholarship, I just know they are.”

			I didn’t really see how I’d end up in college, but the thought of it could bring her out of any slump.

			“Maybe when I graduate, I’ll become a doctor,” I said.

			“Oh my God. I was just thinking the same thing. You’d make an excellent one.”

			A smattering of garbage blew down the street and sprinkled the hood of the car. She grabbed her pack of cigarettes off the dashboard, lit one, then pitched the match out the window. “I’m even thinking that when we get to Boston,” she said, shifting the car into gear, “once and for all”—she took a long hard drag—“I’m going to quit smoking.” She blew the smoke sideways out the window. “Dammit, let’s do it.” She stepped on the gas and we drove out from under the dark overpass and into the light of the wide-open freeway.

			[image: ]

			We went from zero to sixty in no time. I was out of school and she was out of work. We had no place to be and not a thing to lose.

			With the windows open, strands of my mother’s hair flicked and flashed in the sunlight, trailing behind her like ribbons. In between places was my favorite place to be. With the past behind us and the promise of better things ahead, few things ever felt as good.

			I stuck my head out the window. The rush of air whipped around my face, flapped my lips, and made my eyelids flutter.

			Gas tanks and power grids raced by. Mounds of gravel zigzagged across the earth and cranes punctuated the sky at sharp angles. When the city receded in my mirror, it couldn’t go fast enough.

			My mother glanced over at me and smiled. She reached forward, pushed a CD into the player, and turned the volume up.

			“We—are—fam-i-ly. I got all my sisters with me!” Sister Sledge—our favorite and the theme song to our lives—blared out. We swayed and sang the lyrics at the top of our lungs. The freeway widened, the landscape emptied out. The engine hummed and I pictured the car lifting off the ground. We’d sail across mountains and by clouds, we’d dip in and out with the birds. “Look, there’s China!” I’d shout. We’d hover just long enough to wave at all the people. Then we’d surge into orbit, leaving only the rush of sound and a white, wavy streak in the sky behind us.

			This was how our story always went. With the wind at our backs we soared like bandits narrowly escaping through the night. And no matter where life took us or how hard and fast the ride, we landed and we always stayed together.
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			Daylight faded. The sky became a show of waning color. Yellows shimmered into blues. The sun singed the underside of clouds with orange. Poetry was everywhere.

			Then, boom!—the car backfired. A burst of sparks erupted from the tailpipe.

			“Oh my God!” I yelled. “We’re on fire!” My mother looked in her rearview mirror. When she swerved off the road and slammed on the brakes, an assortment of Phil’s shit went flying.

			She grabbed her purse and we both jumped out. Smoke poured from the back end. My mother thought fast. She clicked in her heels to the passenger side of the car, ducked in the window, and grabbed her supersize Diet Coke from the holder.

			“Stand back!” she yelled. In a single dramatic motion, she chucked the top on the ground and pitched the Coke at the muffler.

			With a startling pop and a hiss, a giant vaporous cloud enveloped us and we doubled over choking. My mother took her bag off her shoulder, covered her mouth, and coughed into it.

			Her purse was black vinyl, and oddly shaped like a giant pork chop. She never went anywhere without it and, like a man with a Swiss army knife, she used it for everything. She jammed parking meters and fixed vending machines by batting them hard on the side with her bag. I’d seen her use it as a weapon. She’d wind it up, let it go, and with the shoulder straps flying, it’d spin through the air until bam! she’d hit her target every time. She used it as a pillow on the bus. She swatted flies and shaded her eyes from the sun with it. I’d seen her hold it up against the wind and rest it on her head when it rained. And sometimes it just punctuated her mood. She’d fling it fast and hard on the ground, or lob it, tired and slow, on the couch.

			“For Chrissake.” She flapped her bag up and down this time, using it as a fan.

			“Really,” I coughed, “who knew Diet Coke was so toxic?”

			Once it was safe, my mother inched her way forward. Clutching her purse, she bent over slowly and peered underneath the car.

			It was almost dark by then. The freeway had quieted. A warble of insects pulsed through the air.

			“The muffler’s dragging on the ground,” my mother reported from her bent-over position. She stood up and pushed her bag back on her shoulder. She put the key in the trunk. It popped and with a creak, slowly opened.

			When we robbed Phil, we ended up with a lot of worthless stuff like his coffee mugs that said my love is like diarrhea, i can’t hold it in. “Collector’s items,” he’d claimed. We stole his blender that only worked when the kitchen light was on and his toaster that set the toast on fire if you didn’t dig it out.

			But the only thing we took that I really wanted weighed a thousand pounds. In the patch of dirt and dead grass in front of Phil’s building I’d found a cement statue of the Virgin Mary. She was lying on her back with bird shit on her forehead.

			When I grow up, I want to be a preacher so I can set the record straight. Religion is a hoax and when I read the Bible, I really did not like it. The characters were all flat, the dialogue was bad, and the imbalance of power cheapened the plot. In my version, Mary would play a bigger role. She’d rise up, take control, and set the world straight. As it is, she’s just written right out of the book, which for me was like killing off the movie star in the very first act. I wrote a paper on this topic for class and got an A-plus-plus on it.

			I collected Mother Mary figurines. I had a string of plastic Mary lights that blinked on and off when you plugged them in. I found a porcelain one on the street in perfect condition, and I had a teeny-tiny hand-blown glass piece that I kept in a cardboard jewelry box. My favorite, though, was the Mary I had glued to our dashboard. Her eyes rolled back into her head as if she found life endlessly boring. There were others, but none as big as the one lying in our trunk.

			The streetlight cast her cement-gray complexion a cold and stony blue. A swirl of lingering smoke drifted by her. A dog barked in the distance. A breeze kicked up on the freeway behind us and sprinkled Mary with dust. I picked up a rock and threw it just to watch it sail through the air and hear it drop.

			“I’m sorry, Ruthie.” My mother laid a hand on my shoulder. “But the weight of her is dragging us down.”

			We left the Holy Mother facing the road. Backlit by a line of trees, her outline glowed. She gazed upward toward heaven—waiting, it seemed, for a ray of light to deliver her from evil and take her home.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Flesh

			Hours passed and we kept going. We made it to Utah that first day. It was almost midnight when my mother got off the highway and pulled over on an empty country road. She turned the key, the headlights went out and a slick of flat black inked out all the stars. Not a single pinprick of light showed through.

			 Halfway in a ditch, we’d spent the night at an angle and in the morning I was crammed up against my door. I sat up and looked around disoriented. An ancient billboard loomed in front of us, scraps of old ads peeling up in scales of faded color. Four rusted posts sat in hooves of crumbling cement like something prehistoric.

			My mother was still sleeping when a dark cloud above us tore open and the rain fell. It surged and swelled and streaked across the sky in angled sheets of gray. But as quickly as it fell, it evaporated. Then it stopped. The road sizzled in its wake and a hush of steamy fog roamed across the earth. A flock of birds landed in the field next to us and started pecking for worms.

			My mother finally woke. She stretched and yawned in her seat. When she was done, she tapped me on the thigh, as if to say she was glad to see me. With her foot, she pushed open her car door and got out.

			She stood on the side of the road, looked out at the field, and stretched a bit more. She was wearing her usual outfit—tight jeans, high heels, and a tube top.

			The first rays of sun pierced the clouds, she lifted her face and parted her lips as if trying to drink the light. She reached inside her pocket for a hair tie, twisted her hair into a bun, then hoisted up her tube top. When she stepped off the road, the birds rose up. Dipping their wings in unison, they banked in the air and in one synchronized motion, they landed on the edge of the billboard. Lifting their little rumps, they settled down, then looked around like they were bored.

			My mother walked a few feet into the field. She unbuttoned her jeans, pulled them down, and squatted on the ground.

			She and I almost never had privacy—from each other or anyone around us. The nicest place we ever lived had a shared bathroom without a door. She’d stopped caring about stuff like that. “Even the queen shits,” she’d said to me once when she was squatting in a bush.

			My mother didn’t know it, but she deserved a nice bathroom. If I could give one to her, it would be grand and made of marble, suitable for Cleopatra. Pillars would rise at the corners of a sunken tub. I would travel to the Dead Sea, by camel if I had to, just to bring her back an urn of healing salts—if only for twenty minutes, she could float weightless in a bath of warm water, relieved of all her pains.

			A sliver of light cut across my mother’s back. She reached between her legs and pulled her tampon out. She flung it by the tail as if it were a rat and replaced it with a new one.

			“Hey,” my mother said when she made it back to the car. “You ready?”

			She settled in her seat, stuck the key into the ignition, looked at me, then stopped.

			“Are you okay?” she asked.

			A lump rose in my throat. My eyes welled. “I’m just hot.” If there was one thing my mother never wanted, it was pity.

			“Here.” She reached over the seat, felt around, then pulled up a half-filled bottle of water and handed it to me. “Have some.”

			She went to go turn the key again.

			“Mom?”

			“Yeah.” She looked at me.

			I searched her face. The lines between her eyebrows were deeper than I remembered. Her lips were creased and chapped. Her red fingernail polish was almost all chipped off.

			“Nothing.” I swallowed hard.

			She glanced at me and sighed. She smiled just a bit. Then she reached across the seat and stroked my forehead.

			“You’ll cool off,” she said.

			The wheels spun. The car rocked back and forth, and with a grinding grunt, we drove out from the ditch and into the sun.

			[image: ]

			The heat pummeled down in blistering rays. The earth looked left for dead. The “deluxe” air-conditioning in our car never worked. Even at sixty miles per hour, the wind through our open windows couldn’t cool us off. The highway threaded through a quilt of bone-dry barren fields. Wavelengths of telephone wires were punctuated with sickly looking birds.

			We drove clear across Utah and through the mountains of Colorado. We slept on the side of the road or in rest areas. Twice the cops woke us up and told us to move on. We took sponge baths in gas-station bathrooms, we ate at McDonald’s, and when we got sick of that we ate snack food: chips and Cheez-Its, Doritos and nuts. And always we drank Diet Cokes.

			Halfway through Nebraska on I-80, my mother’s toothache flared up. She’d had one on and off for months. When it hurt, it hurt so bad she had to wear sunglasses even in the dark. The toothache had always gone away, but this time was different. Her mouth was bleeding and the pain went all across her face.

			She stuffed napkins and toilet paper inside her cheek. She stopped the car and lay across the seat with her head upside down out the door. We bought her bourbon and Advil—a combination, according to her, that could cure almost anything. But nothing could stop the bleeding, and the pain was only getting worse.

			My mother found a gas station, parked the car, and pulled me into the dingy bathroom. She held the edge of the sink, squeezed her eyes shut, thrust her wide-open mouth at me, and waited there. I had no idea what she was doing until she opened one eye, then both, and said, “Don’t just stand there. God help me and pull it out.”

			Except to say things like “God, this sucks!” or “God, I hate this,” the only time my mother ever mentioned God was to say that he’d given her good teeth. Now it seemed she was losing even that.

			“Ruthie,” she pleaded when I didn’t move. She grabbed my hands and held them. “Please. I can’t do this myself.”

			Her face was swollen. Her cheek throbbed in and out. Her eyes were bloodshot, her skin blotchy and red. There was a scab above her brow, from what, I couldn’t remember.

			She dropped my hands, opened her mouth, and squeezed her eyes shut again. And I realized I had no choice. I had to pull her tooth out and I had to do it fast.

			I held my breath and looked inside her mouth. It was wet and red and her tongue was swollen. It smelled like cigarettes and bourbon and blood. My knees shook. My vision blurred. Her mouth zoomed in and out of focus, the scale of it shifted. It felt as if I might lose my balance and tumble deep down inside my mother’s throat.

			I steadied myself on the edge of the sink, closed my eyes, and swallowed. A bead of sweat rolled down my forehead and settled in the corner of my eye. I pushed my sleeve up and like a farmer reaching inside a cow, I stuck my hand into my mother’s mouth. The tooth was in the back. It was loose and slick with blood. The stench of someone else’s bowel movement lingered in the stifling air.

			“I’m sorry, Mom.” There were so many things to be sorry for. But this was how we lived—with pain and foul smells.

			I clenched my jaw, held my breath, and dug my fingers underneath her gum. The tearing of her flesh was audible. My mother moaned. But I knew I couldn’t stop. I braced a hand on her shoulder and yanked. The tooth flew out behind me. She stumbled backwards, hit the wall, slid down, and landed with her legs spread-eagle on the floor. Her eyes rolled back, her head fell forward. She took one long gasp of air. A line of bloody saliva ran down the corner of her mouth. The back of her head started bleeding where she’d hit the wall.

			“Mom!” I fell to my knees in front of her and shook her, but there was no response.

			I took her head and with my bare hand, applied pressure where it was bleeding.

			“Wake up, Mom. Please.” I cradled my mother and rocked her.

			I did not believe in him, but God, they say, is everywhere. I looked around this nasty bathroom. “Please,” I prayed to him. I lived in fear of losing her. Every time she closed her eyes to sleep, I worried she’d stop breathing.

			I was tough. I almost never cried, but when my mother groaned I started weeping.

			“It’s okay,” she said. She reached a hand up and held my cheek. “I’m here.”

			[image: ]

			I folded up some paper towel into a tight square and had her bite down hard on it. When the cut on the back of her head stopped bleeding, I helped her up and washed her hair.

			She splashed her face with water and I rinsed mine, too. We braced ourselves on the edge of the sink.

			“Come here,” she used to say when I was a kid. Pressing our cheeks together in front of a mirror, she’d first pucker up and examine her pout from all angles. Then she’d hold my face and study my lips.

			“Yup, you got my mouth. And let me see those eyes.” I’d raise my eyebrows in an effort not to blink. “Yup,” she’d say, and drop my face. “When you get older we are going to look just like sisters.”
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