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Escape

Under The Clock: New York, 1958


"Meet me under the clock at the Biltmore!"  says Sara's mother on her way out of the hotel suite.  She waggles her dark eyebrows up and down, twiddles her fingers as if to tap the ash off an imaginary cigar, and knees bent, scoots out the door.


Sara squeezes her eyes shut.  Not a bad exit line; the only problem is, they're already at the Biltmore.  She opens her eyes and stares out the window at the top of the Chrysler Building, its scalloped metallic profile a spear of chrome-plated asparagus.  She wonders what the guy from Michigan makes of all this, but she's afraid to look.


"Your mother is quite a fascinating person, isn't she?" he says.  "A real live wire."


That's a polite way of putting it, Sara thinks.  She fakes a smile and nods in agreement.  This is the last of her informal college interviews with the Big Ten schools currently holding court in New York City--or “chats” as they call them if you're one of the so-called promising juniors they've invited for the weekend so they can look you over.  She's already done Ohio, Indiana, and Purdue.  She'd had high hopes for Michigan--the farthest away from home she can afford to go--but that was before Mom weighed in with the Groucho impression.

  
"Where did your mother go to school?"


"Syracuse, er. . .she went to Syracuse University," Sara replies.  "She could have gone to Smith, but she graduated from high school early and didn't have four years of English, so .  . ."  Sara's voice trails off; she can't believe she's telling Mr. Michigan one of her mother's stories during her college interview.  "So. . . anyway, she was in a hurry so she decided to go to

Syracuse instead."


"Oh, really?  How interesting.  And what was her field of study?"


"English," Sara says in despair.  Once again her mother has grabbed the limelight, and she's not even here.


"Aha."  Mr. Michigan nods sagely, then consults a notepad in his lap.   "I see from the questionnaire you filled out for us that's one of your interests as well. English literature, art 

history, sculpture, writing--quite a broad range."  The interviewer—his name is actually Douglas "Call me Doug" Campbell--chuckles.  "Like mother, like daughter, hum?"


Sara sits rigid in her tailored pink seersucker shirtwaist, legs crossed at the ankles, hands folded in her lap, eyes fixed on the floor.  She can feel the ridiculous little clamp-on hat with the wired-on flowers and skimpy veil (Mom:  "No lady ever goes without a hat in the city!") creeping up her scalp on its way to popping right off the top of her head.  At least she managed to squelch the last-minute attempt to buy her a corsage at the flower shop downstairs in the lobby ("Mom, please. This is a college interview, not the prom.")  Ha, ha, all part of the comedy routine; like mother, like daughter.


The last thing Sara wants is to be like her, worse yet, become her, which seems to be the whole idea.  More and more it seems her mother wants to take over Sara's life so she can relive hers.  Ever since they moved back to Skaneateles it’s been push push push to do all the stuff her mother did—Hey! Watch me become the champion speller, class valedictorian, knock their socks off at Syracuse and so on—and even the stuff she didn't, such as become a famous writer and so forth.  And now this.  Sara had tried to talk her mother into letting her come to the city by herself--she's taken the train to New Jersey to visit her aunt and uncle any number of times (well, twice)--but no such luck.  Mom had to horn in on everything, use this opportunity to revisit the haunts of her youth, the scene of all her triumphs, and drag Sara around with her.  "Hey, kid, we'll do it up brown, stay in a hotel, get show tickets, the whole shebang.  I wouldn't miss it for the world!"  

So here they are at the Biltmore, with Mom doing it up brown all right, whatever that means.  Given her loony exit with the invisible cigar, as far as Sara’s concerned what it means is that she can forget about Michigan.  Goodbye Big Ten, Hello Syracuse.  Now she’ll never get away from that dumb old backwater village her family has lived in going on forever.  Which Mom of course had to spell out for him (as well pronounce twice in true spelling champ fashion) when he hesitated over the name.  "That's Skan-ee-AT-less!  S.K.A.N.E.A.T.E.L.E.S!  Skan-ee-AT-less!" At least she didn't go straight into her cheerleader routine with  "Ma! Pa!  Sis-Boom-Bah!  Skaneateles-High-School-Rah-Rah-Rah!"  That would have been even worse than the Marx Brothers act.  


Mr. Doug leans forward and smiles.  "But enough of that; I'm here to learn more about you.  Apropos of your mom’s charming tribute to the famous cultural icon downstairs," he says amiably, "what do you think of Holden Caulfield as the most compelling representative voice of modern postwar youth?"


Sara spots her mother as soon as the elevator doors open.  Good as her word, she's at the far end of the Palm Court, strolling back and forth under the aforementioned cultural icon, arms clasped behind her, clutching her pocketbook.  From this distance, in the dim light with her white gloves, little pillbox hat and still-dark hair, her brown polka-dot dress with the short sleeves and narrow belt, she looks so slim and expectant she could pass for a college student about to meet her date for an outing in the city.  Overhead looms the huge startled-looking clock face, two nearly life-sized bronze nymphs on either side hanging on for dear life, the whole thing encased in a huge baroque fixture the size and shape of a flattened Liberty bell.


The clock reads ten minutes after noon.  Sara starts down the length of the crowded lobby toward her mother, dodging low-hanging palm fronds and skirting gaggles of young things lounging against lattice partitions and rows of elderly gentlemen ensconced in padded rattan chairs reading The Wall Street Journal, wreathed in cigar smoke.  Just the way she always imagined it, right down to the layers of pungent smoke drifting in and around the potted palms, the rattle of newspapers being folded back, the constant buzz of conversation, of people hurrying here and there to their various destinations--or else pacing back and forth, waiting, as her mother has been for nearly an hour, Sara presumes, under the clock.


Just then her mother wheels around.  "Oh, hi!" she calls out as if she's just glimpsed a long-lost friend.  She rushes forward so eagerly with such a delighted smile on her face that for an instant Sara thinks her mother has taken her for someone else, especially since she's not wearing her glasses, a small vanity she continues to indulge in whenever she goes out in public.  But who else would it be?


"Your mummsie's been waiting right here like a good girl," she flutes as she comes up to Sara, then adds in her regular slightly gruff-sounding voice, "I don't know about you, but I sure could use some lunch."


Sara turns toward the escalator, thinking they can just go to that cafe she remembers seeing on the mezzanine.  "Psst!  Not that way!"  her mother says in a stage whisper.  "That's the Men's Bar--ladies not welcome, doncha know.  But who cares?  There's a Schrafft's only a few blocks up, and I'm dying for a frosted coffee.  Then I'll show you around,” she says, hiking up a corner of her mouth in an exaggerated "Hotcha!" wink.  “These are my old stomping grounds, remember?"  With that, her mother links a skinny arm with hers, twirling the pair of them into a tandem about-face as they hightail it out the door onto Madison Avenue.  For a moment Sara feels like Dorothy skipping off down the Yellow Brick Road arm-in-arm with the Scarecrow.  Except that her mother is much better dressed.


"And how did your little tetta-tet go after I left?" her mother inquires once they've been seated in one of the mahogany-paneled booths at Schrafft's and given the waitress their order--two frosted coffees and two chicken-salad sandwiches.  "That Michigan fellow was a little stiff, if you ask me.  That's why I tried to liven things up a little, break the ice, so to speak."


"It was fine.  We talked about architectural symbolism as a manifestation of social commentary in The Catcher in the Rye."


"Phew.  Well, fan my brow."  Her mother picks up the menu card and fans her brow.


Sara picks up her napkin and discreetly shakes it open, spreads it in her lap.   She doesn't feel like going into the whole thing, though she's quite pleased with the way she managed to turn her mother's zany performance to good use.  "Well, I must say," Mr. Call me Doug Campbell had said in parting,  "you and your mother do make quite a team."


"I think he was impressed," Sara tells her mother.


"Well, he darn well ought to be.  By the way, where's your hat?"


Sara carefully lines up the silverware along either side of her plate. "It was so tight it pinched my head, and then it started to ride up during the interview.  So I just pulled it off.”  She smoothes the napkin creases down over her knees.  “I left it by the elevator in that little sand thing."


"Oh, Sara."  Her mother sighs.  "Even if you didn't want it anymore, Francie could always have worn it next Easter."


"Well, it made me feel like a soufflé." 

Her mother turns her head away and shrugs, then shrugs again.  Then snorts.  Sara looks over at her; her mother's shoulders are jerking up and down.  She glances over at Sara with bright, dancing eyes and snorts again, then picks up her napkin and presses it to her mouth.  “Ha.  Soufflé.  That’s good,” she gasps.  “That’s really good.”


Sara gazes at her in wonderment.  She hasn’t seen her mother this animated--jolly, even-- since before Sara’s father died of a heart attack five years ago next month, June 19th to be precise.  Things had been pretty rocky for a while, but as summer wore on into fall, life in Toledo seemed to be going along pretty well, considering.  

Or so Sara thought.  Then all of a sudden in the middle of November Mom’s next older sister Rosie appeared on the doorstep, packed them all off to Skaneateles to live with Sara’s grandmother and Aunt Daisy, then hotfooted it back to her dogs and horses and Uncle Ted in South Carolina, only to be killed in a car crash less than six months later.  So there they were, Sara, her mother and the two little kids all crammed willy-nilly into the rambling old house at 36 State (which Sara would later refer to as the House of Widows), her mother subdued and weepy in the thrall of those two imperious, bossy women, and no beloved husband Jimmie or sister Rosie to rescue her. 

She’d cheered up considerably once the four of them moved into their own house next door (originally built for Sara's great-grandparents and still in the family), even showed signs of getting back to her old self, but then Aunt Daisy died, so now they're back in jail at 36 State, taking care of Gommie, who has gone pretty much completely ga-ga.  So Sara can see how for her mother this New York trip is a welcome escape; she just wishes it didn't have to be at the same time she's plotting her own.  Still, it’s good to see her mother looking happy again.  She’ll just have to pull up her socks and go along for the ride.  At least the interviews are over. 


"Never mind, it's all right," her mother says finally, picking up one triangle of her sandwich with delicate fingers.  "Say, did I ever tell you the one about the chicken sandwich they served me the first time I ate lunch at the Gamma Phi house?"


Sara knows the story well--it ends with the punch line: "I knew it was a chicken sandwich because it had a feather in it!"  It's one of many anecdotes her mother has a tendency to trot out in lieu of actual conversation.  Her own sandwich tastes as dry as an old dance card.  It's not all right, even though not ten minutes ago she was wishing she could ditch her mother the way she'd ditched the hat.  Her mother put a lot of time into that silly hat, wiring on the perky pink rosebuds and white daisies to go with the pink-striped Jonathan Logan shirtwaist with the self-belt, fitted bodice and circle skirt Sara simply had to have after she saw it advertised the February Seventeen, and which had cost the earth--$25--in the Junior Miss department at Flah's, the department store that caters to the upper crust in Syracuse.  "But Mom," she'd pleaded over the pay phone, plunking in dime after dime while she made her case, "it's a classic; I can wear it everywhere.  Please?"  Finally a sigh from her mother.  "All right, if it's that important to you, I'll find the money somehow.  But it will have to hold you for a while."  So she'd gotten the dress--along with her mother's repeated reminder that she herself has only one good dress, the one she's wearing now, which she's proud to say has held her for nearly eight years and will for many more.


Sara knows they don't have much money--in fact she's not really sure how her mother is paying for this trip, hotel, theater tickets, dinners out, even though they're not staying at the Biltmore but in a much cheaper hotel down the street and eating breakfast at the counter in Walgreen's.  "An egg on toast is an egg on toast " is her mother's philosophy.  "Why pay upwards of $15.00 a night for a room when all we're going to do is sleep in it and hang our clothes?"


Now Sara feels wasteful, worse than that, ungrateful.  She resolves that later, when they're on their way back to their hotel, she'll stop by the Biltmore and see if anyone's turned the hat in to Lost and Found.

Cook's Tour

Two hours later, they're standing on the street corner outside Radio City Music Hall looking at a brochure for guided tours of the city. They've already done the Complete Guided Tour Of Rockefeller Center, including the Observation Roof ($1.50 per person, tax included), and the NBC Studio Tour ($1.00 per), which was a big bust as far as Sara is concerned.  By the time they got there, all the tickets for the hit shows were gone, though the tour guide had cheerily invited them to join the studio audience of Queen For A Day.  So much for seeing any of their "favorite stars in person."  Well, her mother's favorite stars, anyway.  Personally, Sara is just as glad to miss You Bet Your Life and Today with Dave Garroway and J. Fred Muggs.  But her mother seems perfectly happy with their abbreviated studio tour, so Sara doesn’t complain.


Sara remembers coming here with her father when she was little, and being particularly fascinated by the sound effects demonstration for some radio show the name of which she can't remember except that it was one of her favorites--maybe Sergeant Preston of the Yukon or Sky King.  Sara and her father had stood right there while a crew of men in short-sleeved white shirts pounded and thumped and rattled all sorts of objects to create the various background noises you might have heard on your favorite radio program.  They had been instructed to close their eyes and listen for several seconds to thunder, lightning, gun shots, men marching, horses galloping--and then open them to see how all of it was actually done.  So the hoofbeats were really a string of toilet plungers thumping on large trays of dirt and gravel; thunder was BBs rattling inside a big balloon.  The crack of gunshots was produced by whacking a large leather cushion with a stick, the sound of many men marching no more than a string of sawed-off broomsticks bounced on a wooden tabletop.  The show ended with an explosive finale of machine gun fire--a tiny string of firecrackers exploding.


When the smoke cleared, the audience had cheered, and the soundmen took a bow.  Sara felt as if she and her father had been let in on a great secret.  Afterward, hearing the shows on the radio was never quite the same, but Sara listened to them all anyway, even though it drove her mother nuts.  Now almost all of the good programs have either gone off the air or moved to television, and most of the popular TV shows, like all those Lucille Ball ones (which Sara thinks are stupid, bug-eyed Lucy with all her goofy routines—some of which her mother has also been known to imitate) are filmed in Hollywood.  Sara hardly ever watches television, and disapproves of the way her little brother and sister are glued to the tube from morning until night.  She'd rather listen to music on the radio the way her father used to, or simply read a book.


"Well, so much for that!" says Sara's mother, waving the tour brochure in the air and then dropping it in the nearest trash bin. "We've got at least an hour before we're supposed to meet Donald at his office to pick up the tickets he got for us.  Come on, I'll give you the real cook's tour!"  With that she bustles off down the street, Sara following in her wake, blissfully unaware that what her mother means by "the real cook's tour" is not the kitchen insider's version, but a takeoff on the famous canned excursions offered by Thomas Cook & Co.  

Meanwhile her mother steams ahead, crossing against the light, down past Best's and St. Patrick's Cathedral, while Sara hurries to catch up.  Across Madison, another block, turn left at Park, where is she headed?  Sara has no idea; she just follows behind, marveling at the swiftness and energy with which her mother strides along.  Not that she's surprised, really.  Her mother has already instructed her regarding the fine art of walking in the city:  "Always act as though you know exactly where you're going.  Don't hesitate or stop and look around.  Hold your pocketbook like this," she says, tucking it underneath her elbow and guarding it with a determined forearm as she clutches it firmly to her chest.  "If anyone approaches you, don't pay any attention; just keep looking straight ahead as though they weren't even there."


A few blocks later, her mother stops in the middle of the sidewalk in front of a massive building with two huge flags flapping on either side of the mammoth facade. This is apparently where they are going.  An embassy, possibly even the UN?  Sara looks up at the gilded letters over the imposing entrance.  It's The Waldorf-Astoria.


"But, Mom, we don't. . . " 


"Hush," says her mother.  "Just act as though you own the joint and no one will ever know the difference.  Watch this."


And she heads right into the grand entrance--nodding politely at the doorman, who nods politely back--straight up the great marble staircase into the main foyer.  The whole place is full of flowers, banks and banks of leftover Easter lilies set among the palms and topiary trees.  It looks and smells just like church.  Now Sara really wishes she’d kept her hat.


Her mother pauses at the top of the stairs, waiting for Sara to join her.  "Come along, dee-aire," she says in her best hoity-toity voice.  Together they walk around the huge mosaic set into the floor, Sara trying to emulate her mother's nose-up air of aristocratic nonchalance, all the while her eyes are popping out at the sheer opulence of the place--carpets, statuary, chandeliers dripping with crystal, gilt and mahogany and marble everywhere. As they pass by various hotel ushers, bell captains, and receptionists, her mother inclines her head and smiles graciously.  The hotel people smile and nod right back with a respectful "Ma'am."  Wow, Sara thinks.  What an act. 

Half an hour later, as they duck out the pedestrian walkway entrance onto 49th Street ("Never go out the same door you came in," her mother cautions), Sara is convinced that the folks faking the shows over at Radio City have nothing on Mom.

They have been all over.  They have strolled down Peacock Alley past marble statues and showcases full of jewelry, silver, glassware and other artifacts, in and out of the Peacock Cafe ("Oh, but rahlly, it is a bit early yet for cocktails, don't you think, mahdeaah?"), browsed around in several small but exclusive shops, even ridden up in the elevator and poked their heads into the Grand Ballroom as it was being set up for some fancy soiree.  It's been one big game of Let's Pretend for grownups.


Their last stop is the Ladies Lounge.  "Just follow me," her mother says under her breath.  "And remember what Gommie always used to say:  'No one but a lady could ever high-hat me, and no lady ever would."

  
While Sara is trying to puzzle this one out, her mother breezes through a discreetly marked door just off the Main Foyer.  The anteroom is about the same size as their living room at home, but with much nicer furniture, all carved gilt and cream upholstery, mirrors everywhere, ashtrays, and little silver baskets full of mints.  An attendant in a starched gray uniform is standing by a second doorway; she shows them to their respective stalls--actually self-enclosed cubicles with walls all the way down to the floor.  It takes forever for Sara to get herself to pee.  Meanwhile her mother seems to be doing just fine.


"Psst!" her mother's voice comes from the next stall.  "I hope you're not sitting down."


"Mom!"  Sara whispers back in a paroxysm of embarrassment.  "It's the Waldorf!"


"So what?" her mother answers.  "It's the same thing I taught you about money, no matter how clean it looks--"


A clunk as her mother hits the flush handle.  The massive deluge of water swirling lavishly into the bowl next door drowns out the rest of what she's saying, but Sara can fill in the rest:  "--never put it in your mouth because you don't know where it's been."  This is another of the slightly cockeyed watch words for living her mother tends to repeat as if by rote with little regard for their exact relevance to the matter at hand, many of which have been invoked so often that Sara can repeat them virtually word for word.  It's as though there is an invisible compendium of aphorisms floating in the air somewhere around her mother's head that she can draw on whenever the spirit moves her, or when she runs out of other things to say.


Still, Sara gets the gist.  Her mother has gone to great lengths to train her how to pee standing up in public restrooms to avoid catching something off the seat.  It is a skill that, once having mastered, Sara will continue to employ without thinking throughout her life, passing it on to her own daughter in time.


So now.  Under cover of the seemingly endless sanitizing cascade next door, Sara finally manages to let go while dutifully straddling the seat.  When she comes out, her mother is washing her hands with perfumed soap under the patient eye of the attendant, who is standing by with an armful of monogrammed linen hand towels.  She hands Sara her own little scallop shell of soap, and then a towel.  "Thank you," Sara says politely, handing the barely wet towel back. On her way out the door, she sees her mother drop a coin onto a plate with several quarters on it.  "Thank you, Madam," the maid says with a slight nod.


"Mom, that was only a nickel!" Sara protests once they're out of earshot.


"She'll never know who left it."  Sara stares at her mother in shock. Her mother shrugs.  "Anyway, it's all I had.  Always better to leave something than nothing.  The widow's mite and all that, you know."


At a loss, Sara doggedly follows her mother as they scoot down the nearest stairs to the ground floor.  Once out on the street, her mother turns to her with a grin.  "Hey, that was pretty good, wasn't it?   See, what have I always told you? The sky's the limit.  Stick with me, kid, and you'll wear diamonds!"

Fake Food


"Oh, Donald, it looks just lovely!"  Sara's mother claps her hands in front of her in delight.  Watching her, Sara catches a brief glimpse of the eager, bright-eyed little girl she must have been.  She and Donald have known each other, in her mother's words, since the year dot.  Sara takes that to mean since they were born.


"Isn't that your mother's silver demitasse set?"  Her mother points to the coffee service--silver sugar and creamer, tall coffee pot and three small blue and white china cups on a silver tray. 

“Oh my, no,’ says Donald.  ‘It’s plate.”


Donald's "office" is actually a photography studio on the top floor of a tall building near Grand Central, where he does all the food illustrations for a major women's magazine.  It's a large open space with a couple of desks and a drafting table crammed into a corner along one wall below a bank of tall windows.  The rest of it is devoted to various lavish arrangements of food. All the flat surfaces--sideboards, buffets, dining tables, even a spare ironing board--are covered with breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  There are trays of tea and cookies, card tables laid for bridge.  At several points around the studio, shoulder-high panels decorated with wallpaper and molding are propped like miniature stage sets to simulate walls of rooms.  Huge floodlights hang from scaffolding high up in the two-story ceiling; other lights are strung on movable poles like giant hat stands. Sara has to blink repeatedly and shield her eyes, it's so bright.  For a moment she feels as if she's back at NBC.


"Everything is just perfect," her mother says.  "It looks delicious. My compliments to the chef."  She gives Donald a little bow.


"Why, thank you, Martha."  He returns the bow, a courtly, rather stout gentleman with a round pink face who strongly resembles Alfred Hitchcock, minus the droopy lower lip.  "Just don't go trying to eat any of it."  Donald picks up a dinner roll and tosses it to Sara.  It's as hard and heavy as a croquet ball.  Not sure what to do with it, she juggles it back and forth for a moment, then sets it back down on the butter plate with a clunk.


"But everything looks so fresh!"  her mother says, sniffing at a Blue Meissen casserole brimming with a concoction of meat, sausage and beans.  She wrinkles her nose.  Turning away, she spies a sumptuously laden relish dish, picks up a candied crabapple and examines it suspiciously.  "It's slimy," she says.  "And the casserole's stone cold."


"It's been sitting there since yesterday," says Donald.  "I've been working on this layout for quite some time.  I can't seem to get the effect of candlelight flickering off all the silver goods quite right."

Sara looks down at the table.  There aren't any candles anywhere.  There are seven soup plates, but only four forks and three cups.  Also no napkins.


"But how. . ."


"Aspic," Donald says simply.  "Everything's in aspic.  Except the salad, of course."  He reaches over and manipulates what looks to be a home movie screen on stilts.  Light flickers off the silver coffee set; the surface of the casserole glistens appetizingly. “The radishes keep all right, but the greens go by in an instant.  Not surprising with all these hot lights.  I daresay even you would wilt, Martha, fresh as you are.”  Sara’s mother cocks her head and demurely bats her eyelashes at what Sara hopes is a compliment.  “The cream is actually milk of magnesia, which doesn't curdle or form a skin." 

 Donald squints, picks up a congealed-looking slice of hard-boiled egg and tosses it in a nearby garbage pail.  Tapping his nose, he contemplates the arrangement, then abruptly turns around and gazes at the broad skylight.  “Aha.  Sun's about to go behind that cloud.  Sorry, ladies," he says, turning back to Sara and her mother.  "I must seize the moment.  Martha dear, here are the tickets I managed to secure for you."  He holds out a couple of stiff envelopes.  "Two of the best shows on Broadway in my humble estimation.  Unfortunately both matinees were sold out, but I did get you seats in the balcony for The Music Man this evening, and two in the orchestra for Look Homeward Angel tomorrow night.  I hope that's agreeable to you.  If not, I can always pass them on to the next person.”


Sara gives her mother an anxious look.  A show tomorrow evening means they'll have to stay over another night.  Please, please, please, she mouths silently.  She's had a crush on Anthony Perkins ever since she saw him in Friendly Persuasion.  She’ll gladly give up her clothes allowance and babysitting proceeds for the foreseeable future if only. . . .

Her mother glances over at her, then shrugs as if to say oh well it's only money.  "Thank you, Donald," she says, taking both envelopes from him. "You've done it again.  Just like the old days."


“My pleasure.”  Donald bows, still keeping an eye on the skylight.  “Oh dear, I almost forgot.  I meant to have you to dinner at my apartment tomorrow night, shall we say sixish?  That way you'll have plenty of time to get to the theatre for Look Homeward."  As he's talking, Donald bends down and peers through the viewfinder of a large box camera aimed at Blue Meissen Buffet Table #1: Candlelight Dinner For Four.  Or is it seven?  He reaches over and plucks a piece of sorry-looking lettuce off a plate, spins the plate around so the space doesn’t show, then picks up the shutter plunger dangling from side of the camera and holds it up in readiness like a hypodermic.  "Goodbye for now,” he says from behind the camera, waving at Sara and her mother with his free hand, wilted lettuce leaf and all.  “Don’t forget, dinner at my place tomorrow.  Do enjoy the show.”


Sara and her mother let themselves out.  In the elevator, Sara's mother says,  "Humph.  While he was at it, he should have changed the parsley.  It was looking pretty feeble."


They are silent for a few floors.  Sara stares straight ahead.  Her mother does the same.  Finally Sara can't stand it anymore.  She clears her throat.  "Dinner.  At.  Donald's."


"Mmmh," her mother says, both of them still staring straight ahead.


“Aspic.”


Her mother gives her a sidelong glance. “Pass the Phillips, please."

Sara can’t help herself.  She splutters, snorts, then lets out a rib-splitting whoop of laughter.

"Tee-hee," her mother says, twinkling demurely.   Sara takes one look at her, standing there so innocently with her hands crossed over her pocketbook, and laughs until the tears come.  

She still holding her sides as the elevator slides open in the lobby.  Her mother takes her arm with a dignified “Come along, dear,” and together they stroll sedately out the door. 

Missionary Barrel


"Do you suppose she'll recognize it from the Missionary Barrel?" Sara wonders out loud as she puts on her princess style camel's hair coat with the round fur collar.  It's a little out of season, but it was either that or her ratty old London Fog.  She can always wear it open, or if worse comes to worst, drape it over her arm.


She and her mother are getting dressed for dinner and the theater, and cutting it pretty close.  They are supposed to be meeting Sara's two aunts--her father's sisters--at Stouffer's in fifteen minutes.   That gives them less than two hours to have dinner and get to the theater.


"What if she does?  Just thank her and tell her how much you appreciate the effort," her mother answers absently.  She is busy perusing the meager contents of their hotel closet, trying to decide if she should stick with what she's had on all day--her "only good dress"--or get into the fancy Persian brocade skirt with the peacock blue and scarlet flourishes outlined in gold she inherited from Aunt Rosie.


The problem is what to wear with it.  All she has is a lightweight no-iron blouse with a round Peter Pan collar and ruffles down the front. She takes it down off the hanger and slips it on, eyes herself critically in the mirror, then flips the collar up and tucks it down inside.  "But whatever you do," she chides, "don't refer to it as the Missionary Barrel.  It was her idea to keep sending the stuff out of the kindness of her heart.  Never thwart a generous impulse is my motto.  Here, zip me up."


Since Sara's father died, Aunt Ruth, called Boopie (due to the fact, Sara conjectures, that with her round face and curly hair she so strongly resembles the cartoon character Betty Boop), has taken it upon herself to send her brother's impoverished family large boxes of assorted clothing she gleans from her church's rummage sales.  Sara's mother, with all due deference to Pollyanna as well as to Aunt Ruth, has dubbed these regular dispatches the 'missionary barrels.'  Since Boopie is in charge of collecting and sorting the contributions, she always gets first pick, and what she sends them, as she has taken great pains to point out, are of course the better items, some of them hardly worn at all.  


The truth is, aside from the quite nice children's clothes that are a godsend for Sara's younger sister and brother, the selections tend to run to rather dowdy coats and boxy tweed ensembles.  Only rarely do they contain the more up-to-date and truly wearable Young Miss item, such as Sara's coat, which had only two small moth holes at the back, soon mended invisibly, or almost.  But beggars can't be choosers, her mother reminds her, and they just should be glad they have anything to wear at all.  Waste not want not is her motto, as her own wardrobe amply demonstrates.

  
"Whoops!  Not all the way--I'll choke," her mother protests.  Sara has zipped the back right up, but with the collar tucked inside, the neckline is too tight.  Reaching behind, her mother undoes the zipper slightly at the top, and folds the loose corners under.  Instant jewel neckline.  She steps into the skirt, tucks the blouse in, then reaches in her beat-up old brown suitcase and pulls out her gold beads.  Carefully she fastens the choker around her neck.  "Vwah-lah," she says, twirling around in front of Sara.  "How do I look?"


She looks terrific, Sara thinks, and says so.  What does it matter that the zipper is undone behind?  Her mother bats her eyelids, then turns to get her coat--a nondescript flared cloth number "you can wear anywhere besides what’s good enough for Pat Nixon is good enough for me"--and claps a felt beret on her head.  "Oops, almost forgot," she chirps.


Sara watches as she reaches into her pocket and pulls out what looks to be a brand new tube of lipstick.  With a flourish she pops the gilt top off and rolls the shiny tip over her lips, then proceeds to smack and grind them together to even out the color.  The incandescent red lipstick makes her look even more like a gypsy, with her vivid brows and eyelashes, glittery deep blue eyes and halo of dark hair.  Sara feels like a frump in her navy blue print sleeveless A-line.  She was hoping for the Audrey Hepburn look, but her face is too round and her neck is too short.  At least the coat is nice, and she's gotten away without wearing a hat by coiling her hair up into a french twist and sticking the rhinestone and tortoiseshell hair comb she borrowed from Gommie’s dresser drawer into it.


"Are we ready, Gridley?" trills her mother.  Sara nods. "Then on with the show!"


And out the door they go, ready for their first night on the town.


Hours later, Sara lies in her bed in the hotel room, the jaunty syncopated tune to "76 Trombones" still running through her head.  Even though she's exhausted and has a headache, she doesn't really mind; it's such a happy, toe-tapping, knee-bouncing, head-wagging song.  She knows the lyrics by heart, as well she should, since it went through three encores after the

first standing ovation, the whole cast winding around and around the stage behind Professor Hill in an impromptu conga line. In the bathroom, her mother is washing out her brown polka dot dress to the tune of "Trouble, Right here in River City."  It will be dry by morning, with a capital D and that rhymes with P and that stands for Polka dot.


Sara hums along, rocking her head from side to side on the pillow.  It didn't matter that they were off to the side up in third row balcony; when the professor came out in his yellow drum major suit and started waving his baton, it was as though they were standing in the crowd right alongside the parade.  She wouldn't have been surprised to see the whole audience jump out of its seat and rush right onto the stage; if they hadn't been in the balcony she's sure her mother would have.  She doesn't know how Donald managed it, but she will even eat aspic at his house tomorrow if she has to, and never say a word.  Let alone laugh.


She'd been hard-pressed not to laugh during dinner with the aunts at Stouffer's, both Boopie and Fin goggled-eyed as always at her mother's antics.  Sara is very fond of her father's sisters, her only aunts now that both her mother's sisters are gone.  As sweet and innocent as they are--minister's daughters, after all--they never seem to know quite what to make of Sara's mother, and, Sara suspects privately, probably never did.  Their mother Hilda--Sara's jolly grandma of the twinkling eye, trick teeth and ready chuckle--was a whole different story, but now she's gone, too.  Four deaths in four years, her mother has noted on numerous occasions, six if you include Great Aunt Betty and Cousin Jay.  

So when Sara responded to the waiter's query  "And would you care for a cocktail also, Miss?" by ordering a screwdriver, their eyes got big as saucers and their eyebrows almost jumped right off their foreheads.  "My stars, Sara!  What in the world is that?" said Aunt Boopie.  "Good Gravy!"  said Aunt Fin when Sara told her it was gin and orange juice, which Sara prefers because you can't really taste the gin.


But that was nothing to the looks on their faces when Sara's mother explained why she was encouraging Sara to have a drink now and then, "so she'll know how it affects her," and then launched into the story of how some frat boys tried to get her drunk on bathtub gin one night her freshman year in college, only to end up with her driving them all home.


Sara doesn't know anyone else who actually exclaims things like "Well, I never!" and "Land sakes," but imagines it's because none of them were ever allowed to take the Lord's name in vain, including any euphemistic sound-alike versions, like "Jeezum" or "Golly."  They never got over this early censorship, not even her more sophisticated father, whose most vehement expletive until the day he died was "Good night, nurse!"  Sometimes Sara thinks her mother acts outrageous just to get a rise out of them, but they don't seem to mind, and are always glad to sit there and be entertained.  Sara knows they really care about her.  As they were leaving the restaurant, Aunt Boopie took Sara aside and whispered, "I'm so glad to see your mother has finally gotten her spirit back after all that she's been through."  Aunt Fin had nodded vigorously in agreement.  “Such a card.  She was always such a card.”


Seventy-six tum tum tum-ti-tum ti-tum. . . Sara tries to think of some things she'd like to do tomorrow, but is having trouble concentrating.  In fact she can barely keep her eyes open.  She wonders what her mother has in mind.  They managed to fit in a quick tour of the UN after leaving Donald’s (a hundred and ten cornets doodle-day) but they haven't been to any museums yet, so maybe rows and rows of the finest virtuosos. . .


She hears her mother come out of the bathroom, the creak of the other bed as she climbs in, the long sigh as she settles down to sleep.  Sara drops off to the jolly rumpus of The Music Man, and dreams she’s right there in River City, trying in vain to keep step with the raucous tempo, the fearless crowd-pleasing bravado of the leader of the band.

Shank's Mare


--Now just follow me and I'll show you the sights that's Loew's Sheridan I used to walk by every day on my home from Eastern States and one day Joe Rivetti he was the office boy but he had connections told me not to go that way and the next day I read there was something to do with Dutch Schultz a shoot-out or a pay-off I forget which I met him once you know but never mind turn here, no wait no this is right here's Christopher Street we'll just go down a little ways there's more I want to show you look the old Dispensary, one wall on two streets and two walls on one street Waverly Place see two walls and this is the shortest street in the whole city only one block why bother is what I say, and up this way a little farther wait no, yes here it is Bank Street Number 39 where I lived with Alida and Margery Hampshire and Peggy Easton who was engaged one of the Wedgwood boys we had Wedgwood tea sets and every time something broke, he'd bring her another one she worked for the League for Peace and Freedom and they used to go up on the roof and neck so she had some nerve to accuse me the time I stayed out all night with Dick Merriwell I guess I told her a thing or two "I am just the same as I was when I left" I said but that was the end of it we had to give up the lease when Becky took off too bad see we had our own little door right here third floor up the stairs the four of us in two rooms, but we had the awning on the roof and a nice fireplace, a hundred bucks a month, twenty -five apiece not bad, but when we got a gas refrigerator they raised the rent, before that we used to holler out the window for ice and coal Donald lived two blocks down he used to get passes to opening nights on Broadway and take me to all the latest shows, The Gay Divorce, Begin the Beguine, Wintergreen for President, La-di-da-di-da bum-bump! those sure were the days, huh? 
Sara is about to agree—it was a question, wasn’t it?--but Mom barrels right on, hardly stopping to take a breath.


--But enough of that let's walk this way there's more I want to show you you'll never get a tour like this real inside stuff because I was there kid hold it this isn't right where are we no wait, here's what I was looking for this is the narrowest house in New York see how it's crammed between two others it was a carriage alley and someone filled it in only 8 feet wide I'll bet you can touch both walls inside can you imagine Edna St. Vincent Millay lived here but that was before my time and that place across the street over there that looks all closed up that was Chumley’s the famous speakeasy; see the secret exit out the back into the garden come on let’s just walk through--   “Hey there!  How’s your beer?--and now down this street right here see that row house on the left with the two carriage lamps that was Mayor Jimmy Walker's I was walking home one time and saw him after his disgrace, standing outside all alone dressed in a top hat and opera cloak all alone and nobody cared just like the song who’s around to hold my hand and dry my tears and understand nobody sniff sniff—

It’s Sara’s turn to fan her brow; for three hours now she has been getting the grand tour of Greenwich Village courtesy of Mom.  She awoke this morning to the sight of her mother sitting fully dressed on her bed, raring to go.  "Rise and shine! I have the day all planned," she’d announced.  "We're going to really do the town. I want to show you all my old haunts, okay?"  Sara had nodded groggily and dressed in fog, never dreaming what she was in for.

It had all started with a quick breakfast across the street at Liggett's Rexall, which had triggered the first onslaught.  “Say, did I ever tell you the one about my childhood friend Jane Liggett of the very same drugstore family who spent the summers two houses up at 40 State Street. Her uncle was Dudley Poore and her mother read the latest in dirty books Lady Chatterly and Radcliffe Hall and all that rot and kept them under her bed and that was my first brush with greatness when we ran into John Dos Passos in the berry patch next door:  ’Would you wike some wazberries, gwils?' he said to us and doled them out one at a time to each of us and took one out of her hand and gave it to me so we were even.  He had a big bald head and a lisp just like Elmer Fudd; say maybe that's where those Looney Tune guys got the idea!"  Then they had headed on over to Fifth Avenue on their way to Greenwich Village and her mother’s old stomping grounds.  


"Hey, what's wrong with the old shank's mare?" her mother sniffed when Sara went to stand in line at the bus stop in front of the New York Public Library.  "I used to walk home all the time from Burroughs Wellcome," she said, pointing out her old office building lurking in the

shadows across the street.  "'Waste not, want not' is my motto; a nickel saved is a nickel earned.  Besides, we'll see more on foot."  So they had hoofed it all the way down Fifth Avenue to Washington Square.  And that was just the beginning.


Sara has been trying for some time now to tune her mother out, even just a little, but it's like standing at the end of a fire hose, this sudden deluge of stories from the good old days--East 9th Street and Uncle Jed Where's Your Gray Hair?; University Place and The Time Your Father Came For Dinner And Had To Bring His Own Chair; The Lafayette Grill Where He Took Me Out and I Ate So Much I Had To Loosen My Belt Ha Ha and on and on, always the hand circling in air, beckoning, urging her on with the seemingly endless refrain:  "Come on, kid, you ain't seen nothin' yet." 


In Sara’s estimation, her mother must have done some record stomping to cover all the ground they’ve seen today.  In fact, they have seen so much that Sara has finally given up trying to keep track of any of it, her mother chattering virtually non-stop as she pointed out various places of interest, nearly all of which seem to have some relation, however tangential, to herself and her adventures as a budding career girl in the big city some twenty-odd years ago.  Charming and picturesque as it may be, to Sara it all seems so long ago and far away, part of another life and time, before her parents even knew each other, or almost.  Still, her mother obviously wants to share these memories, and if not with her, then whom?  In fact, she ought to be relieved to see Mom reliving her own past instead of trying to appropriate Sara’s present.  It's just that Sara had grown so used to her mother being not especially talkative in the months since they moved back into 36 State, she's not quite sure what to make of the burgeoning presence of this ebullient raconteur 


So Sara has dutifully admired the quaint little carriage houses in Washington Mews and MacDougal Alley, traipsed alongside her mother as, ever on the alert, she bustled down this narrow winding street and up another as though looking for something.  A hesitation; maybe it's is no longer there after all these years; maybe, Sara would offer doubtfully, they should get a map.  Then her mother would dodge around one more corner, freeze stiff as a pointer on the hunt and exclaim, "Ah, there it is!"  Later Sara will wish she had paid more attention, but for now, as far as she's concerned the old shank's mare is ready for the glue factory.  She's had enough; her feet hurt and she's starving.


But wait, where is her mother off to now?  "Come on, if you hurry we can catch the express uptown!" she calls out as she dashes across the street and disappears down what appears to be the entrance to yet another a Civil Defense bomb shelter.  Sara limps after her, her skimpy ballerina flats with their paper-thin soles no match for Mom's sturdy crepe-soled trotters.  She might have known better and come prepared to hike, but there's no anticipating her mother's actions, now or any other time.


The tunnel walkway smells so strongly of disinfectant it makes Sara's eyes water.  Up ahead her mother is dubiously examining two fifteen-cent subway tokens.  She shakes her head, as if to say what is the world coming to.  "In my day we just dropped a nickel in and off we went," she says, handing Sara a token.  Together they deposit them in the turnstile slots and push through, rush downstairs to where the train is panting heavily, gearing up to leave.  They squeeze through just in time; the doors whoosh shut behind them.  Sara sinks into a beat-up seat next to her mother on the Lexington IRT, grateful to be sitting down.

Oscar


Sara's mother marches up to the large man in the gray frock coat standing on the step under the hotel marquee to one side of the large brass-edged swinging doors.  "Why hello there, Oscar!" she says.  "I didn't expect to see you here after all these years!"


"Yes, ma'am," he replies, inclining his head and touching two fingers to the brim of his cap, resting firmly over a furl of gray bushy eyebrows.  "I'm still here."  He nods to Sara.  "And how are you ladies today?"


"I used to live here way back when, you know," her mother says brightly.  She cocks her head to one side, folding her hands over her pocketbook in front of her and regarding the stout doorman from the sidewalk.  "I'll bet you don't remember me."


Sara, who has been lagging behind as usual, strolls past the hotel entrance and several more yards down 63rd Street, trying to look detached, possibly even unrelated.  How can her mother expect a hotel doorman to remember her after 20 years?


But Oscar doesn't miss a beat.  "Why of course I do.  It's Miss Draper, isn't it?"  Sara can't believe her ears.


Her mother beams and bounces up the steps; for a split second Sara is afraid she's going to hug him.  "It certainly is!  Except that now I'm Mrs. James Gilead, and this is-Sara, come back over here-my daughter Sara, who's almost grown up and on her way to college!"  She grabs Sara's arm and urges her forward; Sara stubs her toe on the shallow stone step.  "Sara, this is Oscar, who was our wonderful doorman back in the old days."


Sara is not sure what to do.  She has never been introduced to a doorman before.  She smiles stiffly and dips her chin.  Oscar makes a solemn bow.  Meanwhile her mother babbles on.


"She's a real star-National Merit Scholar, honor society, editor of the school paper, class secretary and so on.  All the big colleges are after her; she can write her own ticket, go anywhere she wants.  We've been down here doing interviews, and now I'm giving her the grand tour.  I tell you, Oscar, she's going to do all the things I never got to do because I wasn't smart enough!  She takes after her father, of course-very bright.  So of course I had to show her the place where it all got started!"  With that, she gives Oscar the high sign.  Sara wants to sink right through the

concrete.


But Oscar only nods appreciatively, then folds his hands behind his back and rocks back on his heels, very doormanlike.  The buttons on his coat wink as brightly as the brass trim on the revolving door, the bronze plaque on the right-hand plinth, the swinging doors to either side, the stand full of big black umbrellas for a rainy day.


"Well, my hearty congratulations to you both.  And welcome to The Barbizon Hotel for Women."  With a sweeping gesture of his arm, he bows, then draws open the swinging glass door behind him and ushers them through.

The Barbizon

Once inside, her mother doesn't waste a second.  She takes one quick glance around, nods sagely, and steps right up to the reception desk.  "You won't remember me, but. . . "  Sara walks off in the other direction, out of earshot.  Whatever her mother is telling the lady behind thecounter, Sara doesn't want to know.  She just hopes it's not the story her mother regaled her with while they were riding uptown on the subway, about how Sara’s father finally asked her to marry him because she was living at the Barbizon and he couldn't get past first base.  Sara has heard this one before, along with other tales of her parents’ courtship, the punch line being, Would You Have Asked Me To Marry You If I Hadn't Been Living At The Barbizon?  Yes, But It Would Have Taken Longer Ha Ha!


So this is the legendary Barbizon Hotel for Women, she thinks as she strolls over to the curving staircase at the far end of the lobby and looks up at the balcony surrounding the mezzanine above.  She doesn't quite know what she was expecting--The Waldorf it's not, obviously--but that's fine with her.  The place is smaller than she imagined from her mother’s heady stories of romance--in fact the entire main lobby would fit into the Waldorf foyer with room to spare--but it has a certain austere, monastic charm, with its pale sandstone pilasters at each corner rising up through the lobby to the moldings that line the arched ceiling high overhead.  Granted, the reddish carpet is worn in places, rumpled up and scuffed, the paint a little chipped around the edges, and the furniture--a random blend of many styles and eras--has seen better days, but the scale is nice. This is more Sara’s speed; after all, she's just a small-town girl, as her mother was before her.  She can easily believe this is where her mother spent what she refers to as “the happiest days of my life.”


But what is Mom doing now?  Leaning with her arms folded on the reception counter, ankles crossed with one foot propped up on its toe, she appears to be engaged in animated conversation with a stern-looking older woman who bobs her head occasionally, her face as inscrutable as a Chinese mandarin's.  Suddenly her mother turns, spots Sara across the way, and beckons to her eagerly.  "Some of my old pals are still living here, do you believe it after twenty years?" she calls out.  Sara hurries over so her mother won't have to shout.  "Shorty and Isabel Ward aren't in right now, but Margaret Birdwell is.  She was a sculptress, did I tell you?  Maybe still is. I had the room next door to with a shared bath between us when I lived on the thirteenth floor; that's how we met.  She was just starting out back then, lovely girl, used to carve these classical-looking figures on slabs of stone. I could hear her tap-tap-tapping away with her hammer and chisel all hours of the day and night.  She couldn't bring herself to show them to anybody, just kept them in her room or locked up in the basement.  But one time I knocked on her door while she was tapping to see if she wanted to use the bath and when she opened it, I saw what she was working on, a female face—some kind of goddess maybe— in pink stone the size of a tea tray.  Anyway, the desk clerk just phoned her and she said she'd be right down!  Wait till you meet her!"


Oh no, Sara thinks wearily, not another introduction.  She is beginning to feel like a prize exhibit--the biggest squash, the smartest sheepdog--at some state fair. 

Meanwhile her mother is pacing back and forth across the lobby of the Barbizon, head swiveling as she eyes the fixtures, the furniture, the worn carpet.  She tilts her chin up, fixes her gaze on the faint water stain and peeling plaster in a corner of the ceiling high above, and frowns.  Sara walks over to her.  "Is this pretty much the way you remember it?" she asks.


"Um-hum," her mother answers absently.  "It was said to be quite fancy when it first opened, but the place was already kind of run-down by the time I moved in.  The Depression and all that, you know.  But I didn't give a hoot.  All I wanted was a place to hang my hat, and a room big enough for a bed and a chair.  Cousin Eleanor Chandler would know; she was some sort of bigwig here in the early days before she married Alec.  It was through her I met your father; you know the famous story; after dinner he drove me down to the ferry at Newburgh and said to the ticket agent where do I get rid of her ha ha. . .. Oh, but look, here's Margaret!"


Sara watches her mother rush toward a slender, dark-haired woman in a beige sweater set, brown tweed skirt and pearls just coming out one of the elevators.  She stands in the middle of the hotel lobby, waiting to be introduced.


After a while, Sara excuses herself and wanders out of the little writing room off the main lobby where Margaret Birdwell and her mother are closeted, deep in conversation.  At least her mother is; Margaret Birdwell's responses so far have seemed to consist of smiles and nods and the occasional "Oh, really?"  Margaret is indeed a lovely woman, her face smooth and unlined, her eyes dark and liquid.  Sara wasn't the least bit surprised when she mentioned in her soft southern drawl how she had been mistaken several times for Gene Tierney, when the actress was a resident of the Barbizon some years back.  Sara wonders which actress her mother might have been mistaken for.  According to her, "your father always said I looked like Hedy Lamarr," but Sara thinks maybe Paulette Goddard (those sapphire blue eyes), or possibly Rosalind Russell with the long jumpy legs but without the pompadour and bun.


Sara strolls over to the glass-enclosed newsstand in the far corner, thinking she'll look at magazines for a while, until Margaret Birdwell and her mother are done reminiscing.  Two minutes later she shoots back out, face blazing, having been reprimanded in no uncertain terms by the sales clerk: "You wanna read, you gotta buy!"  Obviously this is not her hometown drugstore newsstand back in Skaneateles, New York, where you could browse comics and magazines and even paperback books to your heart's content.


Next to the newsstand is a low archway with a set of steps leading down into a narrow corridor with a shoe store on one side and a drugstore with a soda fountain on the other.  Sara goes into the drugstore, thinking she'll get a lime phosphate to drink.  But as soon as she hops up onto a stool she changes her mind; a quick glance around reveals that the newsstand she just got kicked out of is an extension of the drugstore, and none other than the grumpy clerk is on his way down the stairs to wait on her.


Sara quickly exits the nearest door-and finds herself outside on the sidewalk at the corner of Lexington and 63rd.  Trying to look nonchalant, she walks down the street a little ways, past the shoe store and a hat shop next door.  She doesn't feel like browsing in any of the shops; what's to look at in a jewelry store or a ladies' lingerie shop?  Besides, she doesn't have enough on her to spend anyway, just a few dollar bills and some change tucked in a pocket of her dress for what her mother refers to as 'mad money,' in case they get separated.  "As long as you have a dime for a phone call and a dollar for a taxi you'll never be lost," her mother is fond of pointing out.  Anyway, she should probably get back inside before her mother discovers she's missing and sends out the alarm.


She certainly doesn't want to go back in the way she came, nor does it seem like a particularly good idea to go around the corner to the main entrance and be greeted by Oscar once again.  So she sets off down the street, looking for another way into the hotel.


Five doors later she sees her chance, an inconspicuous plaque reading The Barbizon Hotel for Women next to a set of double doors.  Her mother’s hotel maxims come back to her:  "Never go out the same door you came in…. just act like you own the place and no one will question you." She wonders if going back in a door you didn’t come out counts as well.  She squares her shoulders, lifts her chin, pushes the doors open, walks briskly straight through the aisle of a flower stand, past the hotel cafeteria entrance, down another narrow hallway lined with back entrances of all the shops, and into the lobby by another door.


Her mother and Margaret Birdwell are not in evidence.  She sticks her head inside the little writing room, but they aren't there.  Maybe they've gone up to the mezzanine to have tea at one of the little tables.  Surely no one would mind if she goes up there to see.  She glances over at the Gorgon manning the desk.  Her broad, businesslike back is turned; she seems to be occupied sorting mail and putting it into the boxes on the wall behind the counter.  Sara crosses over to the stairway, once again straightens her shoulders, looks straight ahead, and starts to mount the stairs.


"Hey there!” a gruff voice barks.  “Where do you think you're going!"


Sara freezes with one foot in the air, heart banging in her chest.  She clutches the stair railing for support.


"Wait for me! I'm coming with you!"  Sara goes limp.  It's Mom. She turns and sees her striding across the lobby.  "Margaret's gone back up to her room to freshen up.  Boy, she hasn't changed one bit!  She's still in the same room, she said we could come up and see it later if we want.  Still sculpting, too, even got a scholarship to the Art Students League a few years ago.  Maybe she'll show you a few of her slabs.  Come on," she says, vigorously wheeling her hand around as she passes Sara on the stairs.  "I'll show you where I spent the happiest days of my life."

Elevator


--All very strictly supervised of course, you had to sign a paper there were rules three strikes and you were out, proper dress hats and white gloves, no slacks in the lobby that way parents could send their daughters to the big city and know that they would be safe you had to be a lady or at least act like one, no men allowed above the lobby without a pass and of course there were chaperons housemothers on every floor we shared the baths and toilets just like a college dormitory but we all had sinks no doing laundry in the rooms but I used to do it in the sink on

Fridays so the rug would dry by Monday and no one ever knew. . . .


--This is the library see the books off limits no gents allowed, but on the mezzanine gentlemen allowed with permission, sign in at the desk and you'd sit at these little tables overlooking the lobby and have tea la-di-dah but of course they could see everything through the slats of the balcony, so no shenanigans of course, strictly on the up and up, club rooms back there no men allowed there either except for special events receptions and so forth, but now mostly Katie Gibbs has taken over, white gloves and little gray suits everywhere tut tut and cheerio and all that rot. . . .


--Now up in the solarium that was different that's where your daddy and I did our courting it was like a big rec room with a rinky-dink piano I used to play once in a while and a ping-pong table they used to have dances and teas and all kinds of events you could invite your fella but of course a housemother always made the rounds to make sure everything was on the up and up sure was if you catch my drift you could hear her coming tap-tap-tap and time her we used to sit there in the wicker chairs that creaked like mad every time you made a move and we'd hold hands and stare into each other's eyes Pant! Pant!  And I said to him would you have asked me to marry you if I hadn't lived at the Barbizon  (here Sara rolls her eyes to heaven—well, the ceiling anyway) and he said yes but it would have taken longer haha. . . .

--Oh, wait look here's the chapel is it open?  Oh, goodie.  Sara, come on over here; this you won't believe--


Her mother pushes open the double doors while Sara looks back over her shoulder to see if anyone is watching.  The elevators are silent, and they're far enough back in the little alcove that they can't be seen from the reception desk.  "Quick!" her mother says.  They step inside and her mother shuts the doors behind them. The light is dim but Sara can make out the interior by the light streaming through the mullioned stained glass windows at the back.  They tiptoe all the way into the middle of the room.


"Pretty impressive, huh?" her mother whispers.  Sara nods; she is impressed.  The room is large and very medieval-looking, with a recessed ceiling, oak panels with folds carved in almost like pleated cloth, a built-in organ with three large banks of pipes gleaming all along one wall, a raised dais, a wrought iron chandelier with candle-shaped bulbs.  But there's no altar or even a lectern, and it's nothing like the exquisite little meditation chapel her mother showed her at the Biltmore.  She sees some folding chairs stacked again one wall, but the rest of the room is empty except for a few stuffed chairs, a table or two, and some reading lamps.  Either her mother is mistaken, or times have changed.


"I always called it the Chapel because of the organ, but it's actually the Recital Room," her mother remarks as if in answer to her thought.  "See the painters' names in all the windows?  The Barbizon school, of course--Corot, Corbet, Monet--or was it Manet? --Debussy and--oh, I forget the rest.  And there's the little stage where they used to put on plays and musicals and Sunday concerts, lectures, art exhibits, you name it.  I heard tell that Helen Hayes came once as Queen Victoria, but that was before my time, of course.  We just used it for a reading room, and to have tea.  Doesn't look as though the place is used much anymore, does it?" she says, running her fingers along one of the panels and flicking away a roll of dust.  I wonder if the organ still plays?"


Sara has a momentary panicked vision of her mother sitting down at the organ, pulling out all the stops, and commencing to play away in some demented, Phantom of the Opera style.  But she just pauses a moment, takes one last look around, and heads out the door.  "Come on, let's go on up to the solarium. I'll show you where your daddy and I used to make eyes at one another," she says, goggling her eyes and batting her eyelashes at Sara with a coy, dimple-making smile that makes her look like a brunette Carol Channing.  Sara goes to press the elevator call button.  "Hey, don't bother with that.  I know a better way.  Just follow me."


The next thing Sara knows her mother is doing her Waldorf walk--head up, shoulders back, eyes straight ahead-along the length of the mezzanine in full view of several bellhops, an idle elevator operator, not to mention the woman at reception desk.  Sara follows in her wake, imitating her as best she can, wondering what her mother has up her sleeve this time.


Five minutes later, Sara watches from the corner of an unattended service elevator somewhere in the hotel's back of beyond, while her mother studies the array of buttons next to the door.  The numbers only go up to 22, and she thought for sure the solarium was on the 23rd.  "Oh well.  Might as well start at the top."  She shrugs and punches the button for 22.  "Live and learn."  She turns around and beams at Sara.  "Isn't this fun?  Hey, did I ever tell you about the time the elevator operators went on strike and the assistant managers had to come out and run them; boy, were they fit to be tied!"


Sara stands stiffly to one side as the elevator lurches upward, trying to compose her features into an expression of bewildered innocence in case the doors fly open and someone discovers their clandestine ride.  She's not quite sure why they couldn't have taken a regular elevator, but her mother seems bent on doing it this way, and Sara has little choice but to go along; she doesn't really want to balk, or worse yet, leave her mother on her own.  Besides, she's kind of curious to see for herself the place where her mother and father fell in love.


Not 22, not 21, not 20 or 19.  At each floor the elevator dings, the door slides open, her mother peers out briefly and shakes her head. “Nope.”  Sara feels alternately faint with apprehension and then relieved that no one is standing there to challenge them.  Finally at 18 the door opens, her mother takes one look and dashes out into a small lobby.  "This is it!  I'd know that tile thing anywhere!"  She points to a large mosaic decorating the floor like a carpet made of pebbles.  "See the terraces out there?  That's where we used to walk sometimes, admiring the view so to speak, heh-heh."


Sara obediently looks out the large window; on either side a series of identical pointed arches are ranged like paper cutouts around the outside of the building, with parapets and walkways guarded by iron railings set into the patterned brick.


"And in here. . .wait till you see. . ."  Eagerly her mother tries first one set of double doors, then another.  But all of them are shut tight and locked.


"Looks like we're out of luck," she says finally in a deflated voice.  "Margaret did say no one comes up here much anymore, but I didn't think it would be all closed up tight.  I guess they must be short of staff."  She sighs.  "I'm sorry, dearie.  You'll just have to use your imagination; but never mind, you're good at that."


But Sara's not giving up just yet, now that they're here.  She goes over to the nearest set of double doors and pushes inward with all her weight, puts her eye to the crack that barely opens up.  She blinks as the tears come; inside it's very bright and the sharp slivers of light momentarily sear her vision.  Through the tiny opening she can just make out a checkered blur of french doors on the far side, wicker armchairs stacked along one wall, a chaise lounge or two, an old upright piano, and a ping-pong table tilting on bent legs.  Dust motes float idly in the striated light.


She takes a deep breath.  So this is it; the actual physical space where her parents, young and in love, sat together hoping to snatch a few forbidden minutes holding hands.  Maybe if she just puts her ear close enough to the crack, she'll hear the sound of wicker creaking, hushed voices murmuring in whispered conversation, the sharp tip-tap of metronome-like shoes. . . .


Then suddenly her mother is yanking on her sleeve.  " Hey, cheese it, the cops!  We gotta scram!  Hurry up or we'll be getting the bum's rush out of here!"


Sara blinks, her eyes still dazzled.  Sure enough, the arrow over one of the main elevator doors has already revolved halfway around its bronze semi-circle; Sara hears the unmistakable whoosh and moan of air as the car rises toward them.  Quickly she and her mother duck back into the service elevator, press the Down button, and are gone.

Look Homeward, Angel


Sara sits next to her mother in the seventh row of the orchestra, watching the actor who is not Anthony Perkins talk to his dead brother, Ben.  At first she was quite miffed when the stage manager came out on stage and announced that Eugene Gant would be played tonight by Mr. Jonathan Bolt--in other words, the understudy--and she's sure she wasn't the only one who'd come expressly to see the handsome up-and-coming young movie star.


But when the curtains opened on the truly sensational stage set-a see-through two-story stylized mock-up of the Dixieland Boarding House, complete with wraparound porch, broken down furniture, and a revolving platform for the various bedroom scenes, the audience broke into spontaneous applause and forgot all about their disappointment.  Sara's mother nudged her and whispered, "Hey, how about that!  Looks just like 36 State, doesn't it?  Now there's a thought!  Maybe I should open a boarding house!", then commenced to chuckle, nod, and comment audibly to Sara—and anyone else in the near vicinity--throughout almost the entire first act.


So when Mr. Gant came home roaring drunk, it was:  "Your Uncle Rennie used to get like that; after they moved back in with us in '34; sometimes he'd get so soaked he'd fall right down," This was followed by "Me, too!" when Eugene remarked that he didn't know Ben wanted to get away so badly, and "You said it!" when Eliza—Mother Gant--announced that everyone blamed her but no one knew what she'd had to put up with all these years.  And when Eliza bragged that she could "pick right up and light out the same as the next fellow when I get ready," Sara’s mother had nodded vigorously, then added, "But not with three young kids, you can't."


Miraculously, no one turned around to shush her, maybe because they were all completely transfixed by the growing tension among the actors on the stage.  It was Sara herself who finally gritted her teeth, poked her mother hard in the ribs and muttered, "Mom.  Will you just please be quiet, please?" which got her a huffy, down-the-nose look.

“Humph.  Remember what happened when your father told me to shut up that time.  I didn’t speak to him for two weeks.”  Then she folded her arms and snapped her mouth closed.

Sara was afraid her mother wouldn't settle down even then, but miraculously she confined the remainder of her running commentary to the occasional snort, sniff, and hoot of laughter.  Not that she wasn't above getting her own back during the set change between Acts I and II: "Humph.  Now you know how I felt when you acted up and we had to leave the theater during How Green Was My Valley," she said haughtily.  "I never did find out how that movie ended."


Sara attributes her mother's uninhibited and garrulous behavior to the multiple Manhattans  (“Oh Donald, you remembered!” Mom had gushed) she had knocked back at Donald's before and during dinner.  He had a pitcher of them already mixed when they arrived at his place a little before six, and the three of them settled down at a glass topped table in the little courtyard in back of his garden apartment on 68th street, five blocks up and one block over from the Barbizon.  Sara had turned down the cocktails for a Coke; she'd felt a little lightheaded after the screwdriver last night and didn't want to repeat the experience, but she did accept a rye-soaked cherry.


Both Donald and her mother were well-oiled in no time, her mother soon regaling Donald with the details of their Barbizon adventure, ending with the account of how she had talked a chambermaid into opening up the very room she had stayed in on the fifteenth floor so she could show it to Sara--"Big enough for a bed and a chair, the happiest days of my life, tra-la!"  And then aside to the mystified chambermaid: "Oh, well, you know what Mehitabel says:  'Toojours gay. toojours gay!  What have I done to deserve all these kittens!'"


As the chambermaid stood in the corridor with her cleaning cart and ring of keys and a blank look on her face, Sara had dutifully peered inside the door.  The narrow little house they'd seen in the Village had nothing on this.  The walls were barely an arm's span apart, with hardly enough space between the twin bed and the curved chest of drawers for a person to get by.  A meager little sink and tiny open closet shared the gloomy corner near the door and as far as Sara could see, there was no chair.  Granted, the dimness of it all was somewhat relieved by the large single window at the far end, with its broad stone sill and extensive view of the uptown skyline.  But it still wasn't much.  Sara had been in bathroom stalls that were bigger. 


After her mother had energetically demonstrated how she had sat on that very sill with the window wide open, wearing nothing but a slip and gasping for air, fanning herself during a terrible heat wave that first summer she lived there, they had backed out of the room, thanked the maid, and gone a few steps down the hall to Margaret Birdwell’s room.  But when they knocked on her door, there was no answer.


"Hmph," her mother said.  "She must have gotten tired of waiting and gone out.  Oh well, who cares?  She was always a little goofy anyway.  Used to spend hours soaking in the bathtub.  I could hear her through the wall--plink plonk, plink plonk.  Not to mention the tap-tap-tapping and all those slabs of rock standing around like a bunch of headstones."


So off they went, her mother leading her with sylph-like abandon down hallway after narrow hallway, through what seemed like endless dingy catacombs of doors and more doors, some marked Toilet, Bath and Shower, others with just numbers and the occasional nameplate, until at last they found their way back to the elevators, descended to the lobby, and greatly to Sara's discomfort, went out through the drugstore ("See that counter?  That's the same one I used to eat breakfast at for fifty cents.")  Sara’s persistent thought had been:  How could those narrow, run-down corridors with all those little cubicles, shared tubs (plink plonk!) and showers and toilets opening off the hall--that tiny cell-like room! --ever have been her mother's idea of heaven?  More to the point, how could such a small space contain all that restless energy of hers?


But here she was, shifting in her seat as Laura bid farewell to her shabby little room in the dilapidated Dixieland Boarding House, nodding vigorously at the lines:  "Goodbye, little room.  I've been happy here."  And that room was easily twice the size of hers, even if you squared it up and put in all four walls.

At one point during drinks, Donald had taken a moment to express his condolences on the recent death of Aunt Daisy.  "She was a pill," her mother had replied brightly.  "When I told Mother she was gone, all she said was, 'I'm glad.  She was a bitter, unhappy woman.'"


As Donald and Sara sat there speechless, her mother had cheerfully launched into recollections of days gone by and remember whens of the time she and Donald both lived in New York and went to all the shows together.  "Say, Donald, remember Jubilee?  Egad, what a flop!  But the song--"Begin the Beguine"--we sure picked that one for a hit, didn't we?"


Sara watched her mother hoot with laughter, rock back and forth in the flimsy wire chair, slap her thighs and bob her head up and down.  At one point she whooped so hard she lost her breath, bent over and put her head between her knees in what Sara recognized as the "What To Do When You Feel Faint" maneuver.  She couldn't remember ever seeing her mother so merry, cracking so many jokes she barely had time to eat, keeping both Sara and Donald in stitches all through the simple meal of broiled lamb chops, roast potatoes, homemade mint sauce and peas, with a strawberry tartlet for dessert.  And not even a hint of aspic.


As they were getting ready to leave, her mother turned to Donald and said, "You know, Donald, my mother told me I'd never be a writer because I didn't have the imagination, so I decided I'd just have to experience everything, and brother, have I ever!  Louisa used to say to me, 'Maisie, if you ever told the story of your life, it would have to be fiction, because no one would ever believe it!'"


Looking a little frayed around the edges, Donald had simply nodded and chuckled briefly as he saw them to the door, but Sara had looked at her mother curiously.  She couldn't remember ever hearing anyone call her Maisie; it was always Martha, or in her father's case, either Darling or Sweetie--when he didn't simply refer to her as 'your mother.'  Odd, she thinks now, this unrelated nickname from the past that seems to bear no relation to the person she knows only as Mom.


Donald had treated them to a cab, which was waiting at the curb as her mother pranced up the steps to the sidewalk with Sara in her wake.  "The Ethel Barrymore, please," her mother had intoned in her best la-di-da voice,  "And don't spare the horses, young man; we've got a curtain to make."


Finally the last lines are spoken: "The world is nowhere, no one, Gene.  You are your world," says Ben's Voice.  The train whistle blows, Eugene exits without looking back.  The lights go down on Dixieland, and the play is over.


The audience rises in a body, applauding wildly.  The cast does so many curtain calls they're virtually staggering on and off, dizzy with bowing.  Even the stage set is doing curtain calls, revolving its innovative platform around and around to great claps and cheers.  Someone

rolls out the stiff Carrara Angel, and even though she can't bow she gets a standing ovation too.


At last the stage stands empty, and the lights come up in the house.  Sara and her mother follow the stream of playgoers packed tight as schools of herring up the aisles and out onto the sidewalk.  "Let's splurge," her mother says as she pushes her way out of the melee into the

street and hails a cab right in front of a well-dressed couple standing with a dazed look at the curb.  As Sara is sliding into the backseat of their Yellow Cab, her mother generously flags them one down too.  The gentleman salutes his thanks.


"Hey, how about that Mrs. Gant?  Some bitch she was, huh?" her mother says to Sara as the cab battles its way across town to their hotel.  Sara keeps her mouth shut; she has been thinking how much her mother resembles Eliza Gant, with her reputation for "sharp trading," her posturing and poor-mouthing, her admonishments to Gene to spruce up, stand up straight, shoulders back like 'you are somebody.'  Her mother even looks a little like Jo Van Fleet, come to think of it, with her sharp features, thin mouth and peaky eyebrows.


"When I lived at 72 University Place," her mother is saying now, "Thomas Wolfe was staying at the Hotel Albert right across the street.  I used to sit out on the little parapet sometimes, hoping he might walk by--you couldn't mistake him, you know, he was extremely tall--but if he

did I never saw him.  Guess I missed my brush with greatness on that one."


Her mother continues to prattle on about the play, leaving Sara to ponder for some minutes the significance of the one story she has heard so far in which her mother actually did not encounter a famous person after all.

Dynaslush


"Hey, this is just like old times," Sara's mother says as she settles back on the passenger side of the old Dynaslush.


That's what they call the company car her father's boss insisted they keep after he died.  It's a big black four-door Buick Dynaflo that looks--and drives--more like a locomotive, with a bucktoothed chrome cowcatcher grill, three round air vents on each side, and rocketship fins,  automatic shift and radio; the top of the line in l952.  Sara remembers her mother arranging for Cousin Ralph to park it at a neighbor's when he brought it back from Canada, so the little kids wouldn't see it coming down the long driveway in Toledo and run around hollering "Daddy's home!  Daddy's home!"


Now Sara is driving it through the New Jersey hinterlands on their way to Skaneateles via the Delaware Water Gap.  A little bit out of the way to be sure, but it’s been her mother’s favorite scenic back route home from the city ever since she and Sara’s father spent their wedding night just up the road at Lake Oquaga on their way back to live with his parents in New Jersey.  


"You probably don't remember," her mother says now, "but when we lived in Elizabeth and your daddy was away, I used to throw your crib mattress in the back of the old Ford Tudor, tuck you in and just take off.  It was just you and me, kid.  Just like now. Those were the days, huh?"


Sara doesn't say anything.  She's busy listening to the engine growl as the car starts up another long, steep hill just outside Morristown.  She's had her license for over a year now, and has developed a high level of alertness for any signs of mechanical or other failure, particularly when driving long distances.  After all, the car's not getting any younger; if her father were still alive, it would have been traded in long ago.  With a lurch and a thud, the automatic transmission finally shifts itself into a lower gear.  The Dynaslush labors on.


Over on her side of the big front seat, Sara's mother wriggles around, lifts her shoulders up and crosses her legs first one way, then the other.  Finally she folds her hands in her lap, tucks her elbows in close to her side and clears her throat with a distinct "Ahem."  Sara glances at

her out of the corner of her eye, the sharp profile, the skirt arranged just so, her arms as narrow as a girl's.


"Well now," her mother says.  "That was quite a wing-ding we had for ourselves, huh?  A real field day, even if I do say so myself."


Sara nods.  She knows her mother has been trying to make conversation ever since they left Manhattan, but the fact is, she's been listening to Mom nonstop for three days straight now, her ears are ringing,  and she has just about run out of words to fit in edgewise:  Uh-huh, Oh really?  That's nice; No kidding; Wow.  Still, some response is called for.  Her mother has really put herself out to show Sara a good time, not to mention it probably cost the earth.  Taking her eyes off the road for just a second, she turns to her mother and says with such complete sincerity it surprises even her:  "It was great, Mom.  We had the best time ever."  As soon as she says it, she realizes it's true.


Quick as a bird, her mother darts her head around so she's looking right at Sara.  "Well now, that's nice to hear!  I really did us up proud, didn't I?"   She sounds pleased, and what's more, satisfied.  "What did I tell you?  Stick with me, kid, and the sky’s the limit.  You know what I always say:  'They may have called her Gladstone's pet, but there's life in the old girl yet!'"  

In fact, this is one thing Sara has never heard her say before, but she's not about to quibble.  Her mother sits back in her seat, then turns to gaze out the side window.  Sara can tell from the dimple in her cheek she's smiling.


"You know," she says abruptly,  "when I was your age, I was just like that Eugene kid in the play last night-I couldn't wait to get away.  And wouldn't you know?  Just look at me now--right back where I started.  Some life, huh?   It's just like the man said: 'You can't go home

again'--unless you want to wind up like me."


Startled by her mother's sudden change in tone, Sara gapes at her.  Her mother identifying with Gene, not Mrs. Gant?  The car drifts over the centerline into the oncoming lane.


"Hey, watch it!" her mother says, quickly reaching out a hand to yank the wheel over.


Oh god, Sara thinks as she straightens out the lumbering vehicle.  What if there had been somebody coming?  They would have been killed instantly. Her face flames and her whole body starts to tremble; she feels as if she's going to throw up.


Her mother pats her hand.  "Never mind, dear. I'll stop talking now, so you can pay attention to your driving.  Your father always said I talked too much on long trips, so one time I fixed his rocker; I shut right up and never said a word for two whole weeks, until one night all sheepish and apologetic he brought me home a big bunch of carnations, and we kissed and made up."


True to her word, she doesn't talk at all for many miles.  A few times Sara looks over to see if she has gone to sleep, but her mother is wide-awake, staring straight ahead.  She seems lost in her own world, smiling and nodding to herself, her lips occasionally moving in some private discourse Sara can't quite hear.


Now and then there is a barely audible sniffle or two, and Sara is suddenly reminded of all the times after her father died when she would awake at any hour of the night and hear her mother weeping and murmuring in the dark--precise, mechanical sobs that would finally subside into soft hiccups like a baby's, then into no more than an occasional weary catch of breath, while the murmuring went on.  Even though Sara would sometimes get up and go to stand by the door and listen, she could never quite make out what her mother was saying, nor to whom.


Now, having seen the play, she thinks she understands that like Eugene Gant and his brother Ben before him, it was not herself her mother was talking to, but her own dead, of whom there are so many and so recent.  It also occurs to Sara now with some relief that she hasn't heard her mother crying and murmuring in the night for some time now.  That's a good sign, she thinks, as they pass the sign for Lake Hopatcong; that's good.


Meanwhile the road winds through the western New Jersey highlands with no vista at all to speak of, until suddenly they round a curve and there it is, the great river cut opening out right straight head.  Sara can see why her mother loves this route, the stark gray cliffs like giant shrugged shoulders on either side, fir trees like rick-rack stitched along the crags.  The rock walls loom closer and higher, then just as suddenly it's all behind them, and the road heads west through level pastureland as the river valley bends back north.


Her mother is still not talking.  Sara turns on the radio; the local station comes in with Elvis crooning "Love Me Tender" in his most irritatingly lugubrious voice.


"Elvis the Pelvis," her mother comments.  "Did you hear the one about his twin brother, Enos the-"


"Right, Mom," Sara says, and punches the first of the chrome tuning buttons ranged like silver Chiclets across the bottom of the radio.  Elvis cuts out in mid-garble, and the sound of classical orchestra music swells to fill the car.


"Ah," her mother sighs.  "WOR, your daddy's favorite.  Mutual Network in Newark.  Remember the Metropolitan Opera?  Every Saturday without fail.  Screech, screech, screech, enough to drive you crazy.  I always preferred symphonies, the bigger and louder the better. Recognize this one?"  She starts to hum along.


Sara looks down at the six buttons still set to her father's stations.  The chrome finish is much duller on the one she has just touched.  She feels a sudden stinging in her lower eyelids, the warning prick of tears.  She blinks hard, then rubs her eyes as inconspicuously as possible, hoping her mother won't notice. 


"Getting tired?" her mother says.  "Want me to drive?"


"Yeah, maybe in a little while."


"How about after we get through East Stroudsburg?  If I remember correctly, there's a nice roadside turnout on this side; we can stop there."

"Okay, let's do that," Sara replies.  Her mother nods and goes back to humming the melody that threads through the big loud music. "Tummm-tum-tum, tum-ti-tum-tum-TUMMMM-"  Sara finally recognizes it:  Dvorak's Symphony from the New World.  "Remember this?" her mother says, and hums a few more bars.  "It's the only thing your daddy ever learned to play.  I can still see him sitting there like a little kid with his two fingers on the keys: 'Goin' home, Go-in' home, Lord, I'm goin' home. . . "  Her mother goes back to humming gently, tapping out the melody with two fingers on her knees as if her lap were a piano.  She doesn't miss a single note.


Finally just beyond Marshall's Creek they switch drivers, Sara sliding over to the passenger side while her mother gets out and strides vigorously back and forth a few times to stretch her legs.  Before she seats herself behind the wheel, she rummages in her pocketbook, unsnaps her glasses case and gets out her dark horn rims.  Sara can understand why she doesn't like to wear them; they are as hilariously conspicuous as the ones Marilyn Monroe kept having to put on in order to see past her nose in "How to Marry A Millionaire." And that was supposed to be a joke.  With three bright rhinestone dots on either side of the swept-up Harlequin frames, they're a good match for the Dynaslush.


As they head up along the river, Sara thinks it's a good thing they swapped, as she can feel her eyelids getting heavy, the car's grumbling an hypnotic drone inside her head.  Her head slumps over to rest against the gently vibrating window.  Oh, she thinks as she drifts off, the hat.  I forgot about the hat.


"You know, Sara, " her mother's voice seems to echo from some faraway dream place, "you have the rest of your life before you.  You can be anything you want to; you can do things that I could never do.  I just don't see why you have to go so far away to school."


Sara straightens back up, mentally trying to slap herself awake.  "Wuh?"  she says.


"I said, I don't see why you have to go so far away to school.  What's wrong with Smith?"


Sara thinks:  Not this again.  She clears her throat, wishing she had something cool to drink.  "I told you before, Mom.  I go to a small high school in a little village where everybody in town knows who I am and my whole family and half the town is related to us anyway.  There are even streets are named after us.  And I don't want to go to a single sex school--especially one where certain other members of our family went."  Sara tactfully refrains from mentioning that if Aunt Daisy was any example of what Smith produces, that's the best reason yet not to go there.


Her mother harrumphs.  Sara soldiers on.


"I want to go to a big co-ed school that's close to a big city, somewhere away from here," by which she means the East.  Period.  She turns to her mother, pounds her knuckles on the seat beside her for emphasis.  "I just want to get away.  You can understand that, can't you?  Why, just a little while ago you said yourself when you were my age all you wanted to do was get away--"


"But not that far," her mother interrupts. "Twenty miles away was plenty far enough for me.  You want to go to a big co-ed school, what's wrong with Syracuse?"


"Nothing, I just don't want to go there.  They don't have what I want.  Besides, it's too close to home."


"What if you get homesick?  Remember the time you were at camp and you got so upset you couldn't eat or sleep?  What happened then?"


"You and Daddy came and got me."


"Ha.  We came on visiting day and you got hysterical.  You cried and begged and pleaded and finally we just gave in and took you home.  So what if that happens when you're all the way out there in Michigan?"


"I don't care.  I'm still not going to Syracuse."


"I know the real reason," her mother jeers.  "You don't think it's good enough.  It was good enough for your old mummsie, but it's not good enough for you.  You're just a snob, admit it."


"Am not."


"Are too."


"Am not."


"Are too."


"Am not!"


"Are not!"


"Am too!"


"Ha!  Gotcha!  You admit it!  You're a snob!" her mother cries gleefully.  It's an old trick of hers, and in spite of her indignation, Sara starts to giggle.  Her mother joins in, laughing merrily.  Pretty soon the whole front seat of the Dynaslush is jouncing with merriment.


"Well, it's your life," her mother says at last when they've both stopped to get their breath.  "As I said before, you can do anything you want to, which is more than I can say for myself.  After your daddy died, I wanted to go with him, but they told me I had to live for you children.  So I have.  But it sure ain't been easy."


Sara knows this.  That's why she will never tell her mother the real reason she wants to go to Michigan; to be as close as she can be to the last place her father was alive.  "I know, Mom," she says after a moment. "I know."  It's not much comfort, but she can't think what else to say.


"Well never mind," her mother replies.  "We're on the home stretch now.  Go back to sleep."


The car is quiet; Sara settles herself back down to sleep for a few miles longer.  They have passed through Binghamton; Cortland is next, then Moravia and finally the tiny hamlet of Kelloggsville, where her mother's famous shortcut takes them onto the Old Salt Road.  Then it's up over the last hill and there!  The long bright beckoning finger, the pure transcendent blue of Skaneateles Lake.


"You don't remember this," her mother's voice says out of nowhere, "but when you were a little baby I always used to pick you up at night even though they told me I wasn't supposed to, because I couldn't stand to let you cry."


"Mmmhmh," Sara mumbles as she drops off to the rhythmic throb of the old faithful Dynaslush.


When she wakes up, they will be back home in Skaneateles, and life will go on as usual, though not for long.  It will be many years before she will recall this seemingly random comment of her mother's, and think of her all those times before, the many sad times after, murmuring and crying in the night.  And no one there to pick her up.

