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THE BLANK BOOK

I got this book from my granddaughter Emma. The cover looks like a gunnysack. It has a dried purple flower on the front, and all the pages are blank. It’s supposed to be pretty. The purple pen that goes with it is squishy, like chewed-up gum. “So it doesn’t hurt your hand, Gamma,” Emma said. I laughed, thinking where my hand has been these eighty-two years, and what it’s done. I was polite, though, and asked her real nice what in the world I’m supposed to do with it. “It’s for your thoughts,” she said. “If you have any memories or reflections you want to write down. Or a poem, maybe, or a sentiment you think is meaningful.”

That girl has always worked my last nerve.

They all feel guilty for putting me here, so they’re trying to keep me from losing my mind. I also got a jigsaw puzzle (one of the biggest wastes of time I can think of) and an embroidery set (which I have always hated) for Christmas. My son Dean even gave me a paint-by-numbers kit with three kinds of dogs: a poodle, a collie, and a German shepherd. Do they think I am retarded? That I’ve gone back to my childhood?

They don’t know the first thing about me.

I put those other gifts down in the Day Room and they got snapped up like nobody’s business. I tucked this book in my top drawer thinking I could tear the pages out if I needed some blank paper. It’s thick as a damn Bible. I don’t know who in their right mind could ever fill it. Then this morning I got up early, when the light was just starting to come through the blinds. Usually my pills knock me out ‘til breakfast, when the walkers and wheelchairs make a slow-motion stampede for the dining room. But this morning was quiet. Nobody calling out from their bed, or knocking a mop around. The phones at the nurses’ station weren’t ringing yet, the gardeners weren’t running their leaf blowers, and the delivery trucks weren’t idling outside my window.

This morning I sat straight up in bed like somebody called my name. Lots of times I can’t get out of bed at all. I stay there all day, dozing and waking up, dozing and waking up. I might swallow a few more of my little darlings to settle my nerves. Sometimes whole chunks of the day disappear. Fine by me. But today I woke clear as a bell. I did my bathroom business, sat down here at my dressing table, and started to write.

I got a plan. I’m going to write down everything I ever wanted to say. I’m not holding nothing back and I don’t give a damn what anybody thinks. Most people don’t tell the truth about their lives, including me. I’ve done things I’m not proud of. I lied to keep myself alive because life is hard and there’s things you got to do. But now I got nothing to lose. I’m going to tell the truth, once and for all. I hope those that put me in this place read it when I’m dead—which I have a feeling won’t be long. Maybe then they’ll see.

The trucks are starting to idle outside now, spitting fumes right into my window. And the inmates are creeping down the hall, yelping like animals fighting to get to the watering hole. Damned if I’m not hungry myself. Those rubbery eggs don’t sound half bad.

I got another reason for keeping this book. It’s called leaving a paper trail. Something fishy’s going on in this place and I want a record in case anything happens to me. That’s right. There’s whispering, and shifty looks, and things gone missing.

It’s all going down here.

I’m using the purple pen.

I’ve always had the prettiest handwriting.


THE KIDNAPPING

They put me here about three months ago, just after Thanksgiving. By they I mean my family, my two sons and my daughter, along with their wives and husband. If you’re reading this, you know who I mean.

My girl, Glenda, is the ringleader, the one who started it. She came out to the house when I was not having a good day. It was getting to be winter. The days were drawing in and all of a sudden it seemed to be dark all the time. I don’t know what time she came. After lunch, I think, but I was still in bed. So what? She acted real funny, asking questions that were none of her business. I know she was snooping around, pretending to use the bathroom and staying in there a long time. Opening cupboards and drawers in the kitchen. Can you imagine? She went home and called the boys, Dean and Kenneth, and word spread like wildfire. Within days the whole posse, including my daughters-in-law, swooped down, poking and prying into every nook and cranny.

I knew what they were up to, but I just sat in my chair, watched my program, and didn’t say a word. Dean took Glenda into the kitchen and showed her that spot by the stove that caught fire when the grease in the skillet got too hot, then Glenda dragged him into the bathroom to point to where the ceiling was leaking. It dripped right into the tub and I call that lucky and not a problem. They got in my pantry and pulled out food I’d been saving for a rainy day. They went through the icebox, holding their noses, gagging, and making the biggest fuss over a few little things that had spoiled. They had something to say about the newspapers I’d been saving in a corner of the living room, the clothes in my drawers (which aren’t exactly new, but it’s not like I’m going out to the opera every night), and the drain in the kitchen sink which was plugged so I couldn’t do dishes in there (but the bathtub worked just fine; you’d be surprised). They even had a tizzy about the ring on the ceiling over my chair from me smoking while I watched TV or read. Big deal. It’s nothing a coat of paint won’t cure.

You never saw such gasping and groaning and oh-my-goshing in your life. Every so often they’d come back to the living room carrying a bag of Fritos or those marshmallow peanuts I like so much or a tub of ice cream and hold it up like they just found a dead body. “You are borderline diabetic, Mommy. You have high blood pressure!” they squawked. Like I didn’t know. Well, I’ve always loved salty things—olives, pretzels, salami, potato chips, and cheese curls. But I’m not supposed to have any of that, just like I’m not supposed to have any sugar. Or fat. What’s left? Nothing I’d want to eat.

They went on and on. When did I last change my clothes? What did I have for breakfast? How did I take a bath with those dishes in the tub? I just shrugged. I wasn’t having a very good day that day, either, to tell the truth. All that commotion mixed me up. So I just stared at the screen and acted like they weren’t there. I knew it was no use explaining that when you get older certain things don’t matter so much—like if you wear the same clothes all the time, or if you have your meals at a certain hour, or whether every little corner is spic and span.

The shit really hit the fan when they started rounding up my pills. Dean’s wife found some in the sugar bowl, then Glenda found some behind the pillowcases in the hall closet. Kenny’s wife found the ones I kept in the junk drawer with the matches and keys. It was like a goddamn Easter egg hunt, seeing who could get the most. They cleaned out the medicine cabinet and my bedside stand. They brought them all into the living room and piled them on the coffee table.

I didn’t let on, but even I was surprised to see so many.

I have pills for my blood pressure, plus blood thinners, cholesterol reducers, and heart regulators. I got what my doctor calls mood elevators, a few different kinds of sleeping pills, and muscle relaxers for when my back goes out or I get those charley horses in my legs at night. I been taking Valium since I went through the change thirty years ago. I got pain pills for my arthritis, which aches me all the time, plus leftovers from when I had my teeth out, gallbladder surgery, my hysterectomy, and that time I fell on the back steps and bruised my ribs. For a while I was having dizzy spells whenever I went outside and I got real nervous around more than a few people, so I got a pill for that, too.

I’d lost track of a lot of those pills I saw piled in front of me, but I do know I worked hard to get them, going around to different doctors and scraping and bowing and acting innocent—and I couldn’t bear to see them taken away from me.

“Mommy, you’re hooked!” Glenda hollered. She has always been an exaggerator.

“Each and every one of those pills is from a doctor,” I told her. “Fair and square. Legal as can be.” The thought that they’d take them away scared the life out of me.

I knew something bad was coming, I just didn’t know what. Dean stood there like Mr. Clean with his feet wide apart and his arms crossed over his chest. He’s been playing the Big Man since he was four years old. Glenda’s mouth hung open and her eyes were big as saucers. Kenneth, my baby—well, he couldn’t even look at me. And my daughters-in-law! Holy Christ on earth! They clucked and scratched like hens.

My mistake was thinking an adult could make her own decisions. Thinking I was still an American citizen with rights that couldn’t be taken away.

Good riddance, I said to my dog Lulu when the door closed and we were on our own again. To hell with them. I tried to put the whole thing out of my mind. I had a few pills left in places they didn’t think of looking. Little did I know they were plotting, that the whole thing was one big conspiracy. They put their heads together and they made plans. They talked to lawyers and looked at places to put me. They got everything in order.

I was the last one to know.


MY SO-CALLED HOME

This place is called The Palisades and to this day I don’t know what that means or who thought it up. I just hope whoever it is ends up in a shithole like this. Then maybe he’ll come up with a better name, like Snake Pit, or Hell Hole, or Lock ‘em Up and Throw Away the Key. The part I’m in is called assisted living, which means you’re supposed to do things for yourself. They tried to tell me it was just like an apartment of my own, only with maid service. Even they can’t believe I’m that dumb.

Besides Assisted Care, there’s Full Care, called B Wing, where the droolers, pissers, and moaners live. They sit in wheelchairs all day with their heads lolled back and their eyes crossed. I’m in A Wing, I’m glad to say. Some people cross over. It’s a sad thing when someone says, “Did you hear Joe Blow got moved over there to B?”

I’d rather be carried out in a coffin.

If you saw this place from the outside, you’d never know what goes on behind these walls. It don’t look like much, just a low U-shaped building painted grayish blue. It’s made of cinder blocks, like a cement igloo, more like a garage or a warehouse than a place for people to live. It’s not like a wood house, that you can smell and feel around you, swaying and creaking. No. It’s stiff and dry, a bunch of sand hardened into place.

There’s a parking lot out front and the usual plants, oleander and those ugly acacia trees that make me sneeze. When I first moved to San Diego there was nothing but marsh and scrub around here, with a few farms where the Japanese raised strawberries. Then they built the Navy base, and the strip joints where the sailors went. Now it’s all built up with Wal-Mart and Denny’s and Smart & Final—those giant buildings you can’t tell apart.

People in this place scream all hours of the day and night, calling out for folks who’ve been dead for fifty years. It’s just like a prison or a lunatic asylum. I got no more rights than if I took a gun and blew somebody’s head off. And while I sit here in this ugly little cell, some strangers are living in my house (a nice family they tell me), shitting in my toilet, and waking up looking out my window at my little yard. While I’m getting slopped like a hog in a room full of people who don’t know their own names, someone is cooking on my stove, and sitting themselves down at my dinner table, then washing up the dishes in the sink I scoured with Ajax so it would stay pretty and white. I keep asking myself what I done to deserve this, but no matter how hard I think, I can’t come up with an answer.

There’s a piss smell in here that drives me crazy.

They say I’m lucky I got a corner room all to myself, but once you’re inside it don’t make a damn bit of difference. It’s oblong, with a bed, a stand next to it, a dressing table, an armchair, and a TV. That’s it. My bathroom’s the size of a closet. You feel all the people that’s been in this room before, people you don’t know and wouldn’t want to. People who cried and were sick here; people who, God knows, must have died here—all alone more likely than not, abandoned and forgotten.

There’s a sliding glass door that opens onto a courtyard. I can watch the girls pushing big carts of dirty laundry and cleaning supplies, or the dishwasher pushing racks of dirty dishes. Old ladies are wheeled along or plod like zombies. Once I saw an old man open his fly and spray a fountain of piss on a geranium. There’s a window high up by the ceiling that runs the length of my bed. The only way I can see out of it is to stand beside the bed on my tiptoes with my chin on the windowsill. There’s a loading dock outside. I watch the men spit, smoke, and chew the fat while they work. The big Dumpsters are just beyond it. Twice now I’ve seen a man with hair like a buffalo eat trash out of the Dumpster like it was peach cobbler.

And who knows what all with things disappearing right and left, people creeping around and doing God-knows-what. All this, and they say I wasn’t safe at home.


POISON IVY

There’s someone here I hate more than the devil himself. I didn’t like her the minute I laid eyes on her, but now it’s all I can do not to put my hands around that buzzard neck of hers and strangle her to death. She accused me of something I got nothing to do with. Right in front of other people, she looked me in the eye and accused me. I’m so mad I can’t see straight. I can hardly write, but I got to get to the bottom of this. I got to show that I’m innocent as a lamb.

Her name’s Ivy, Ivy Archer. Poison Ivy, I call her. But first I got to explain.

We eat at a bunch of little round tables in the dining room, four people to a table. You get no choice or say. You are assigned a table the day you come, and as far as I can tell, the only way you get to change your seat is by dying. I really got lucky. I hit the jackpot. Each and every one of the people at my table is the last person on earth you’d ever want to see shove food in their face.

Ivy is the worst. She is the meanest, most stuck-up, most hateful old bag around. Thinks she’s better than everybody else. Why? Don’t ask me. Maybe because she goes to the beauty shop once a week to get her hair fixed into a little gray helmet, or has a bunch of pantsuits to show off how trim (her word) she is, or wears a passel of brooches and bracelets. She has the nerve to comment on everything I do, everything I say, and everything I eat. “Cora, is that on your diet?” and “Cora, with your size you might want to pass on dessert today.” She’s always talking about my size, like it was an extra head sprouting on my shoulders. She goes to that damn exercise class every day, all them old ladies jumping and grunting and bending over. Just the thought of it makes me sick.

Next there’s Albert Krol. There are hardly any men here, so a lot of people think we’re lucky to have one at our table. The ladies flutter and chirp like sparrows around him. Far as I’m concerned, he’s barely alive. He never talks; I don’t even know if he can. If he ever manages to squawk out a sound, everybody jumps, like the chair or the table just said, “S’cuse me.” Long shanks and a face like a mule. Ass that hangs like an empty flour sack. Whatever he drinks runs down the gullies on either side of his mouth. Try eating with that around.

Poison Ivy fusses over him like Jesus Christ himself has come down from heaven to eat at our table. She shoos away the other biddies if they hover around too long and acts like she knows all about his life. “He was distinguished,” she says, “a very respected man in his community,” but all I have to do is look at his hands and I know what kind of living he made. His claws are as twisted and hard as a crab’s. Every finger big as my wrist and the little one whacked off at the first knuckle. All the men in my life had hands like that—including my daddy, my brother, and my husband—so he ain’t fooling me.

Plus he is a Polack.

The last person is Carolyn Robertson, a colored lady in a wheelchair. They lopped off one of her legs just below the knee on account of sugar diabetes. My ma had the same thing. They nickeled-and-dimed her toes, then her feet, then one leg and finally the other. But I am getting ahead of myself. Aside from the wheelchair and the missing leg, you can’t see nothing wrong with her, but she don’t say a word. She just watches us. There are some other colored people here and she stares over where they’re sitting like it’s paradise and she’s stranded on the wrong side of the river. Go on, then! I want to tell her. You can’t help feeling slighted when she’s silent as a stone around us, but smiles and nods and pats her own kind on the arm, all the while chattering like a parrot.

You should see Poison Ivy’s face when she looks at Carolyn. It’s like she’s watching a Frankenstein movie. You can tell she just can’t believe she’s sitting there at the table, eating with a n——. You know which word I mean. I won’t say it because I know you’re not supposed to, but that word is thick in the air. You feel it floating right over our table and you can see it all over Ivy’s face like someone wrote it again and again with a grease pencil. The feeling’s mutual, I got to say. You can see that, too. Once in a while when Ivy’s busy yammering, Carolyn sneaks her a look that would curl your toes.

I’m getting to what Ivy said, but first I got to talk about the food, if you can call it that. Everything tastes the same, like sludge or cardboard. The plates come in two colors: shit brown and puke green. They’re Melmac, that plastic stuff that won’t break. Looks like something they’d make a fake leg out of.

B Wing people are lined up under the windows in their wheelchairs. Some get their food all ground up in a cup, and they slurp it up through a straw. Doesn’t matter what it is—meat, potatoes, beets, or pudding—they grind it all up together. Others open their mouths like baby birds and the nurses poke food in. When I asked the Filipino girl how we were supposed to eat with that around, she looked at me like I was an ax murderer and said, “Why, Mrs. Sledge, it keeps them more oriented.”

Figure that one out.

Well, yesterday Poison Ivy sailed in in full regalia. She had a hat that looked like a bucket clamped on her head, her talons had a fresh coat of red paint, and a skein of necklaces swung on her caved-in chest. She’d hardly sat down when she started gibbering like a chimp.

I try not to pay her any mind. Just sitting next to her makes my blood pressure go through the roof, and it’s bad enough already. She thinks I’m stupid on account of the way I talk. I’m used to it. Lots of people think anyone with a southern accent is a half-wit.

I ate my Salisbury steak and minded my own business while she kept jabbering to the biddies at the table behind her. When she lowered her voice and they started sneaking looks at me, I took notice.

“What’re you looking at?” I finally asked.

“Well, Cora. I’m sure you’ve heard what’s happening around here,” Ivy said in her busybody way.

“I don’t have the slightest idea.”

“Things are turning up missing. You must have heard.”

A rushing started in my ears. Krol just kept shoveling food into his piehole. But Carolyn laid down her fork and watched us like we were her favorite TV show.

“No, I haven’t.” I picked up my fork and carried on with my meat.

“Is that right?” Ivy narrowed her eyes and leaned toward me. “You don’t know a thing about it?” she whispered, loud enough for the whole place to hear.

“No, I don’t!” I slammed down my fork. Even old Krol jumped. “What’re you saying?”

Ivy shrugged, the simpering she-devil, but her eyes said everything. She picked up her spoon and pretended to suck up her soup.

“You think I have something to do with it?” Blood banged in my ears. “Are you accusing me of stealing?”

Now Krol stared at me with his blank blue eyes, while Carolyn suddenly found her plate real interesting.

“I’m just saying it’s funny,” Ivy said with a twisted smile. “Funny how this all started happening just about the time you came.”

I wanted to crush her bones like an eggshell. My neck started swelling, my heart pounded. Words snagged in my throat. All I could do was gurgle. Ivy’s friends hunched around their table like vultures over a dead skunk.

“You got no call to say that, Ivy,” I finally managed to spit out. “You’re talking out your ass.”

She curled up her nose. “No need to use words like that, Cora. You’re overmedicated. I’m afraid it’s affecting your judgment.”

“Overmedicated? What in the hell is that supposed to mean?” My heart was pounding so hard I thought I’d drop dead on the spot.

“Doped up. It’s plain as day. You come in here bleary-eyed, slurring your words. It’s a disgrace. It gives this place a bad name.”

“I didn’t ask to be here!” I yelled. All the heads in the room spun toward me. “You listen here, Ivy! I don’t know why you’re tormenting me, but you’re going to be sorry! I’m going to show you, and you’ll be eating crow ‘til the cows come home!”

I don’t remember standing up, but the next thing I knew I was holding on to the edge of the table for dear life. My hands shook, I gasped for breath. Just when I was about to keel over, an aide showed up and took hold of my elbow.

“What’s going on here?” she asked. “What’s wrong, Mrs. Sledge?”

“She’s under the influence,” Ivy butted in. “High as a kite.”

“Get me out of here!” I screamed. “Take me back to my room!”

And that’s the long and short of it. When I got back to my room I figured I might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb, so I did take some pills—enough that I didn’t give a shit about anything. I went to bed and—for a little while at least—forgot about this miserable place where I don’t have a friend in the world and everybody’s out to get me.


THE SPRINGS

Today’s Wednesday, the day they change my linens, vacuum my room, and swish out the toilet. Big deal. I came down here to what they call the Day Room to get away from the noise and get a little writing in before lunch. There’s only one other person, name of Elsa, over on the other side of the room crocheting an afghan. She churns them out like a factory and gives them to the nurses. Maybe she figures they’ll be nicer to her that way. The one she’s working on now’s the color of Pepto-Bismol. She keeps sneaking looks over here, like she never saw a pen or paper before.

I got to say that I’m starting to get a craving for writing in this book. It’s funny, but I think of it more and more. Now that mess with Ivy is distracting me from the real story. I’m keeping my eyes and ears open, but that’s neither here nor there right now. What I want to say is ready to bust out of me. It’s all fighting to get out at the same time, so I don’t know where to begin. But I guess it doesn’t really matter. It’s all got to come out one way or another, so I’ll just start at the beginning.

I was born on July 18, 1914, near Neosho, Missouri. Neosho is an Indian word that means clear, cold water because there’s a lot of springs back there, and caves, too. Me and my sisters and brother, we’re named after rocks, every one of us. Well, except me, really—but that was a mistake. My daddy was always reading about jewels and minerals, and he worked in the mines there, like a lot of the men. There’s lead around there, and zinc, and a big tripoli mine that’s been there since long before I was born. Tripoli’s grit they use for buffing and scouring. We called it soda ash.

Ruby was the oldest, the boss and the brain. She ruled the three of us kids, and half the others in those parts for miles around. She called the shots, organized the games, told everybody what to do and where to go. Nothing changed when she grew up. She was like a locomotive saying Do This and Do That, and if you knew what was good for you, you did it. She married a big lug called Calvin Roberts and she wore the pants in that marriage long before anybody ever heard of such things. Later she got to be a big wheel around Neosho, what she called a pillar of society, and if anybody seen Ruby Roberts coming down the street in her big black Lincoln, they bowed and scraped; they practically got down on their knees and groveled on the sidewalk. She had a hand in everything—buying and selling property, construction, even the town council—and she could make or break people. She had a fur coat, a house with a den and a living room, a set of silver that filled a mahogany hutch, and, like I said, that Lincoln that Calvin kept shining like glass. Far as I could see, that’s the only work he ever did. Ruby bought him a cabin out there on the lake so he could fish whenever the mood struck him. Don’t ask me why, but she was crazy about that man.

Ruby died seven or eight years ago in the old folks home there in Neosho. She went nuts in the end, screaming and bawling like a little baby. They had to tie her up and she got mean, too, giving anybody who rubbed her the wrong way a knock upside the head with her cane. Calvin, he was long gone from cancer. It rotted him from the inside out like a bad potato.

Next was Crystal. She was the pretty one. Curls the color of maple syrup, the reddest lips and the greenest eyes. Everybody fawned and fussed over her. My daddy doted on her. Boys trailed her like lovesick dogs and even I got to say that Crystal was a lot of fun, always laughing and telling stories. You’d think she had a wonderful life ahead of her, but that just shows looks aren’t everything. She got married when she was eighteen, moved up to St. Louis, and the next time she came through town—about two years later—she was a falling-down drunk. That took everybody by surprise because we were Baptists from way back, and we weren’t supposed to cuss or drink or play cards. I never saw my ma or daddy touch a drop of liquor.

Crystal could not stop drinking. She went through six husbands, and each and every one of them loved her to death, but they couldn’t do a thing to help her. The last one, Bill, came around sobbing and saying she was killing herself. Half the time he didn’t even know where she was. She’d go on a bender and be gone days and sometimes weeks. He’d find her in some fleabag hotel laying in her own mess.

The last time I saw her was 1951, when I was back home visiting. Bill had found her holed up in some dive down near Pea Ridge, Arkansas. They drove through Neosho on their way back to Joplin, where they were living. Bill idled the car outside my ma’s house, didn’t even shut off the engine. I went out and leaned in the window. I’ll never forget how Crystal looked sitting there in the passenger seat, like a little old woman, nothing more than a skeleton clutching the dashboard with fingers that looked like claws on some poor bird. She turned her head toward me and smiled, and I almost fell down right there and died. She looked like a mummy, her skin shrunk up and yellow, and her lips drawn back from her teeth. Even the whites of her eyes were yellow and, skinny as she was, her belly was swollen up like she was nine months pregnant.

“Toad,” she said. “How you doing, little sister?” She smiled and I thought of that beautiful girl. She died a couple of months later, thirty-nine years old.

It’s hard to talk about my third sister. I swear, sometimes I think it’s the reason for Crystal’s drinking, and for the feeling in my heart, which is a loneliness I’ve had since I was the smallest child. It’s the very same feeling I have now, here in this place, like I’m all alone in the world, different from everybody else with not a hint of hope in sight. It’s been like that all my life. People have called me lazy, but it’s the God’s honest truth that a lot of the time I just could not get out of bed. Like I said when I started this book, I’m here to tell the truth. I’m sick and tired of pretending I’m happy.

Emerald Grace was the third baby born into my family. She died when she was fourteen months old, one week before I was born. One week! For the life of me, I can’t imagine burying a baby, then having another one a few days later, but that’s what my ma did. It explains a lot, when I look back now. The grief I was born into and the hole in my ma’s heart that—no matter how hard I tried—I couldn’t squeeze into. I think she had a hard time even looking at me. She expected to see that little girl who died and instead there I was, like one of them cowbirds. You know the ones I mean. The mama bird lays her egg in the nest of some cute little bird—a finch or a warbler—then pretty soon there’s a big, fat, dust-colored bird different from all the other ones, with its mouth wide open. The mama bird tries to jam a worm down its throat, but she knows something’s not right. The cowbird gets so big it starves the other babies out, and the mama bird’s stuck with one big ugly-ass baby that isn’t even hers. That’s how I felt. Ma had to settle for me because the baby she really loved, the one that she’d fed and washed and played with for a whole year, was taken away.

I felt like I knew Emerald Grace, like she was there while I was growing up. A lot of people don’t believe in ghosts, but I think they’re around us all the time. Not the way people say—white things floating in the air, or cold winds, or doors slamming—but a space that nothing can fill. That’s the best way I can describe it. Emerald had a place in our family even though no one ever mentioned her name. We stepped around her as if she was a living body. Her voice was the silence she left when she died, the sorrow in my ma’s heart, and sometimes I think that was the loudest sound around, drowning out the rest of us.

I was next, the fourth girl, and by that time my folks had it up to the gills with girls. My own mother told me so. She was ashamed. My daddy, he just grit his teeth and shook his head. If that wasn’t bad enough, I was born two weeks late, so big and fat I nearly killed my ma. It was the middle of a scorching summer and her legs swelled up so bad before I was born that she went to the spring and plunked herself down in it for hours at a time. Everybody says that’s why I’ve always loved the water. Ma said I was nearly speaking age when I finally decided to be born, and they half expected me to hop down off the bed, walk on out of the room, and fix myself breakfast.

They took me to the butcher and weighed me on the meat scale. Eleven pounds! That big, when everyone else in my family was skinny as snakes.

“She looks like a big old toad!” Ruby said the first time she saw me, and from that moment on, that’s what all my kin called me. Even my husband Abel called me Toad ‘til the day he died.

Coral Lorene Spring. That’s my real name, the one my folks gave me. Like I said, we was all named after rocks. Coral is a powerful stone, and pretty, too—usually red or sometimes white. But whoever wrote out my birth certificate forgot the last letter. Everybody was so busy calling me Toad, nobody noticed ‘til I went to school, and by that time it was too late. So people who weren’t in my family called me Cora, and that’s what I’ve been ever since. My middle name is after my grandmother, my ma’s mother, Lorene LeFlore, who scared the living tar out of me. Far as I was concerned, she was the meanest woman ever to walk the face of the earth. Big as a mountain, arms like a lumberjack, and tiny black eyes that glittered in her big flat face. Some said she was French, others said Cherokee. According to everybody, I am the spitting image of her.

When I was four years old, my brother Jasper was born and you’ve never seen such thanksgiving and hallelujahs and jumping for joy in your life. It was like the second coming of Christ. Finally, a boy! Jasper was the apple of everybody’s eye, including mine. He was as spoilt as he could be, and us girls waited on him hand and foot. He got married, got a job with Allstate Insurance, and ended up living all over the country.

So that’s my family. Ruby, the Brains. Crystal, the Beauty. Jasper, the Boy.

Which one was I?

I was the Fat One. The pig, the cow, the hippo. The Toad. My weight, or my size—like everybody likes to call it when what they mean is fat—has been the curse of my life. When I was little I didn’t play or run or climb like the other kids, even though I could swim like a fish. If I had my way I’d of spent all my time in that river where I grew up, floating with the current. I loved to feel light as a feather fluttering in the water. Otherwise I wanted to be inside, or up in the loft of the barn reading, or later, when I had my kids, away from those other women yakking and shopping and comparing everything—their clothes and kids and husbands and houses. When someone got a camera out, I wanted to run and hide. I can’t tell you how awful it is to see a picture of yourself big as a house with normal-size people standing around you, like you are some monument they’re posing beside. If it was up to me, I’d tear up every picture that’s ever been taken of me.

Me and Jasper’s the only ones left.

One more thing. It’s hard to put into words, but I’m going to try. Once in awhile—if somebody mows the lawn right when it’s getting dark, and I get a whiff of that smell of grass and the sun’s going down and the dew’s about to break—I remember the feeling I had ever since I can remember, from the time I was the tiniest girl. It’s not happy, or sad, it’s just the feeling of me, of who I was, and still am. Me: Cora Lorene Spring, before I was anyone else, or took Abel’s name I’ve used for sixty-five years now, or had kids and grandkids, or got put away here in this place. Not fat or skinny, or dumb or smart, or rich or poor, but something beyond that. More. Maybe that feeling is God, or my soul. I don’t know, but it’s the reason I’ve managed to stay alive, and still want to be alive, despite everything—even my better judgment.
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