Hardscrabble life in the nomadic lane
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It's a quintessential American story: Teenager flees the claustrophobia of the small town, thumbing her way to the big city. But Andrea Portes' first novel, Hick, tells the story of what happens while a young girl waits to hit it big.

"I feel like there's something coming up underneath my feet, something lifting me and moving me forward, something just waiting to throw me into the sun," Lulli, the 13-year-old narrator of Hick, thinks after her parents abandon her.

Portes knows the feeling. She has spent her life on the go, shuffling between her divorced parents as a child and then taking her roving lifestyle to the international level in her 20s. Kansas, Illinois, Texas, Pennsylvania, Tokyo, Paris - she made a lot of pit stops on her way to California, where she eventually settled.

But she doesn't recommend living the nomadic lifestyle.

"Moving around is really traumatizing, but kids who do grow up moving around have a better capacity to forget - to get that out-of-sight, out-of-mind mentality," the first-time novelist said in a phone interview from her home in Los Angeles. "It certainly makes for resilient, perceptive children, but I would never do it to a child."

Portes will make another pit stop today at Prairie Lights, 15 S. Dubuque, at 7 p.m. to read from Hick.

Throughout her travels, she had a book brewing in her - a poignant, heartbreakingly funny novel about a hard-scrapping adolescent desperate for someone to take care of her. She based the coming-of-age novel partially on her own life.

"[Lulli] just kind of came talking to me, then I started writing," she said. "It has been a weird thing to write a novel; it just kind of happened."

Lulli grows up destitute in small-town Kansas. She runs away to find a sugar daddy in Las Vegas. She hitches her way West, escaping a violent drifter and teaming up with a scheming con artist. 

But whatever situation Lulli finds herself embroiled in, she chalks it up to the movie of her life.

"I think that's the way a lot of people look at their lives, it's how she's creating herself," said the author, a former script reader for Paramount Pictures.

Self-creation is something Portes grapples with wherever she goes. The first word she wrote of her novel was its title, a name she chose based on her own memories of being called a "hick."

"I grew up in the Midwest but went to school on the East Coast," she said. "I'm playing with the idea of how people pigeonhole other people."

In Los Angeles, she supported herself writing nightlife columns, though she says glittery things don't interest her. After a lifetime of moving around, she has developed a reputation among her friends of being something of an ascetic, often giving her stuff away. 

She said there's too much noise in LA, too many distractions for writing.

"I think the best writing happens in a place where it is quiet," Portes said.

And so she finds herself immensely happy being on the road, promoting Hick. She always finds solace in her travels - especially to towns such as Iowa City, which have an abundance of bookstores. 

"Some places you go, you already feel like you're home," she said.
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