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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR

KATRINA’S  WINGS



“I laughed and cried as I read about Katrina’s endearing, dysfunctional family and discovered all the lovely facets of Katrina herself—courage, faithfulness, compassion, strength of character, self-sacrifice, obedience, loyalty (and a great sense of humor). Through her tremendous capacity to love as Christ loves us, Katrina is the glue that holds the family together—without being a ‘co-dependent.’ Patricia Hickman has found her strong, lyrical, literary voice. Once you enter the world of Katrina’s Wings, you’ll find yourself thinking about it again and again.”

—Francine Rivers, author

“I was captivated by Katrina’s Wings, an irresistible novel with unique charm and depth. This is Ms. Hickman’s absolute best!”

—Robin Lee Hatcher, author

“The pain of growing up is dramatized skillfully by Hickman, and by the time Katrina reaches her goal, the reader has identified with her. A fine treatment of the growth of an artist—and of a human being!”

—Gilbert Morris, author

“Patricia Hickman is a bright light among southern writers. Katrina’s Wings was written with the skill and insight seen in some of America’s classics, without the dark hopelessness that pervades so many of them. This is a keeper you’ll want to read again and again.”

—Terri Blackstock, author

“Katrina’s Wings takes the reader on a journey through the introspective places of the soul to a place where love is launched and faith begins.”

—Karen Kingsbury, author

“I can think of few greater indulgences than a quiet place to prop up one’s feet, a glass of iced tea in one hand and Patricia Hickman’s Katrina’s Wings in the other. Keep some tissues handy, and be prepared to laugh as well. Beautiful language, fascinating characters moving about the pages, and a richly woven story make this a delightful read!”

—Lawana Blackwell, author

“Patricia Hickman’s lyrical and evocative prose draws the reader into the mysteries of the human heart. Her characters stand up and cast their own unique shadows. It is a novel salted with humor and pathos, despair and redemption. Had Eudora Welty grown up in Arkansas, she would have written Katrina’s Wings.”

—Robert Funderburk, author

“I stepped into the world of Katrina’s Wings with a shock of recognition, for it was my world! I grew up in a small Arkansas town, and for page after page, I relived a time that is now gone. It’s all there—the southern world with its smells and music and small town pettiness and hospitality. From the jarring noise of the high school hallways to the gentle whisperings of the river, a world has been resurrected in Katrina’s Wings.”

—Lynn Morris, author

“A haunting, lyrical story of a young woman who faces some of the toughest things life can offer … and finds the strength to fly through simple faith. Amazing.”

—Angela Elwell Hunt, author
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TO JUDY

Sisters are the oddest creatures,
sniping at one another in one moment
and yet, when faced with criticism, standing back to back,
fangs bared and claws exposed,
challenging any dissenter to traverse the loyal circle of sisterhood.
To you, my dearest and only sister, and to all sisters
this book is lovingly dedicated.
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My best childhood memories loom large in my mind, with the royal colors of the sky a parallel parade to our small one below. In a shine, I conjure up the most delicious smells of the park where we played and chased after dogs and butterflies and dreams. Folks who saw the barefoot, ragged band of Hurley girls and cousins—dragging their homemade kites over the daffodil hills and running wild through Galla Creek—never thought we’d grow up to amount to much. We grew up, and pretty well at that, in spite of those who wagered it would never happen. Most people never thought of Mockingbird Valley as much of a runway either, but if you stood out on the northernmost precipice of Skyline Drive and closed your eyes, you might believe that you could fly.

I tell my babies now that success is life’s greatest revenge. When you grow up having names like “hick” and “hillbilly” hurled at you, you’re apt to daydream about a day of revenge. Not in an evil way so as to get arrested. Simply in a manner that justifies the suffering.

Memories of early days usually taste the sweetest for most people, like the flavor of watermelon split open and eaten in the field. But my early memories are clouded now. They offer only black-and-white snapshots of an old white frame house running over with sniggering cousins, all of us surrounding the gray vinyl throne of my grandfather, Papaw Hurley. It was in his house, under his watchful gaze, that I found protection.

I attribute most of my happy childhood memories to this man who adored me, called me his gleaming princess, and granted me wishes such as spur-of-the moment excursions into the county’s peach orchards. He bought me whole pecks that I sat on, my only way of defending my rightful endowment. I was the runt among the oversized pack of mongrel Hurley children. But Papaw must have had a special place in his heart for runts, for he and I had a secret language, one that sent a jealous twang through all twelve of my cousins and one that forever dubbed me “your highness” among my honky-tonking aunts. But he did not live long enough to aid in my continued reign. The day he died in May of ’63 was the day I turned back into an ordinary, skinny waif. So I hid his adoration in my heart and kept it to myself, praying that someday it would sprout wings and carry me far away to some little coronation that had awaited me all along.

I did not sit next to Momma or Daddy at Papaw Hurley’s funeral and was relegated with my younger sister, Eden, to the care of my Aunt Pippa. To women like my momma, Aunt Velda, or the other aunts who wrinkled the Hurley archives with their brittle, grizzled lives, death was like a gaping vortex with a razorback’s teeth. I imagined death tying them to the church pews, forcing them to watch the finishing chapter of someone they knew while they cringed and shivered and blanched. Momma looked particularly waxy that day. When the preacher ascended to the platform, Momma’s head reeled back and her body lifted upward, undulating. Falling against the pew, she slumped as if gutted. I thought she had died. My Aunt Pippa tried to hold me back, but I was moved by Momma’s despair. “Momma!” I shouted. I was forever worried that my mother might do as she threatened and pack up and leave us, one way or another.

Several adults hushed me, shamed me into silence as, confounded, I watched Momma succumb to grief. Death has always been such a hopeless thing to us Hurleys. I knew other families that could sit through funerals in a civilized manner, saving their grief for private moments. But for the Hurleys, when faced with death, there was nothing left to do but faint.

I have my own ideas about death. Somewhere I’ve heard it said that the darkest part of a shadow is called an umbra. Some tout that black is black and white is white, but when it comes to suffering, I believe certain elements of it are gray while others deepen to a fierce black pitch, the umbra of a journey. Just before you die, I think you taste the umbra. But beyond the dark valleys is where the most radiant part of light is found.

Most Hurleys didn’t give much consideration to journeys, or if they did, seldom did it spill out into their speech. Almost none considered the consequences of today, how it joined hands with tomorrow and such. The notion of all that came to me at an early age, and when I voiced it, I was probably labeled as odd—the child that should be kept on a short leash. I thought about it a good lot of the time. That must have accounted for my childhood insomnia and imagining how things might turn around if I were adopted.

Momma sat next to my Aunt Bernice and Uncle Willy at my grandfather’s funeral. She had personally driven them all the way from Phoenix the year prior. Their hopping brood had added four extra Hurley children to the already overfilled cousin cauldron in my grandparents’ home. When Momma left for Phoenix, she left Eden and me with my grandparents, two anxious girls waiting through a miserable month. Daddy recuperated in the hospital from a fall he had taken at work before Momma’s excursion to Phoenix. He never got better, just more alive than dead.

Granny’s lap was the dropping-off place for the offspring of all of her children who had gone out into the world to seek their fortune but then returned dirt broke. Some returned to Mockingbird Valley to work and have a place to keep their kids while others who I never really knew just dropped off their kids and disappeared altogether. By the time Momma returned later that month, I felt as though I had died numerous times over. The older cousins could be a vicious lot. One girl cousin in particular, Freda, had sport with Eden and me. She invented games like “tie up the babies,” where she would chase one of us down into Galla Creek and back while she left the other sister tied under the bed. All of this happened while Granny and my aunts went gallivanting off on day trips without mentioning where they were going. I’ve never been inside an asylum. But having Freda as our keeper left me with no feeling of security. I was a moth in her weird little jar.

Daddy had been a milkman, a job that didn’t bring home much money, but it was a job he’d seemed happy doing. On the day he fell from a platform inside the creamery’s warehouse, it landed him his month-long stint in a Little Rock hospital. It also left him disabled. So when Momma was called upon by the Hurleys to fetch Uncle Willy’s clan, she did so dutifully, although she cursed them all later for it.

Daddy remained in the hospital for a month. I heard later that he almost died. But I didn’t know anything back then. Nobody talked to us children about adult matters or told us nary a thing.

“You okay, Kat?” Aunt Pippa held my hand while Daddy joined Momma. I liked Aunt Pippa. She made me feel as though she liked me. Most of my aunts were an assortment of raw, unrefined females who acted like men. Maybe that’s why Pippa stood out so much. When she walked into a room, all the spinning and havoc ceased. Her calm demeanor set the tide of my family’s emotions upon a steady ebb and flow. She moved with grace and wore that same elegance on her face. Pippa was the swan among a soiled band of renegade crows. It was obvious to any observer that she had married into the Hurley clan. No one would have ever believed a woman of her natural beauty and calm demeanor could come forth from a Hurley’s loins.

I still remember her white lace gloves that day as her fingers made a comforting curve around mine. I noticed for the first time that her hands trembled, a condition that worsened as time passed.

“Kat?”

“I’m okay,” I said.

“Everything’s going to be all right.”

Tears welled in my eyes, overran the rims, and spilled onto my starched print dress. I stared at Papaw’s coffin and willed it to set free the man held captive inside its satin-lined prison. I played out the entire scenario in my mind. God would reach down, touch my grandfather on the forehead, and press his God magic into the lifeless shell. Then Papaw would sit up, causing a great stir among the unbelievers. I would be the only one expecting it. So I would run to him and say something like, “See, he’s not dead! Jesus brought him back to me.” Then he would take my hand, the hand of his favored grandchild, and we would walk away from the lunatics and live happily ever after…

The words on the hymnal’s page looked foreign to me on that day. We seldom graced the inside of a church with our presence except on Easter. Momma always said we’d not miss an Easter service even if it rained. But I had attended services enough times to recognize the melodies of the songs we sang directly after the opening prayer, besides hearing Momma singing out choruses she had heard in her own past. I still remember the song we sang about heaven. Unrehearsed voices lifted, with no sense of harmonization, every mean lyric puncturing my stomach and wrenching my sorrow from me. I am uncertain as to why we only cried during the singing. I say “we,” but I mean everyone except Aunt Velda. Velda was what all Papaw’s brood called the baby sister. She did not stop crying when the singing ceased, but instead, threw back her head and bawled as though someone was sticking her with a red-hot coal. I cannot explain her cry in words, except to try and describe it as something from the devil himself—a wounded bobcat from hell. I did not believe other people could act like the Hurleys did at funerals. If they did, all the preachers would have had to pad the walls.

“Katrina, hold my hand.” Aunt Pippa’s right arm made a tent around my small shoulders while she slid her long, feminine fingers around mine. When she touched me, it sent a pleasant wave of comfort through me. My own momma had not touched me very often. Human touch can be a marvelous thing. I sometimes wonder now if those who are touched on a regular basis take it for granted.

I sat, wordless, and settled myself against the hard pew. But I did keep one eye carefully trained on my mother in the event that she called out for me.

When the preacher concluded with the benediction, I watched my father take his slow, steady approach toward my grandfather’s casket, aided by a cane. Daddy never cried. From time to time his head dropped forward. He buried his face in his hands. But nary a tear did he shed. He hesitated in front of the casket with Momma next to him. Next came Daddy’s sister Nola followed by Lillibelle, each woman flanked by a silent, submissive husband. They fell upon each other, two sisters dependent upon a patriarch now dead. Then Aunt Ruby led Velda, thirty-year-old Velda, by the hand, just as she would a three-year-old child. Velda fell upon Papaw’s body and let out another squall.

“My daddy, my daddy, don’t leave me,” she begged my dead grandfather. Her voice sounded kind of falsetto and childlike. It reminded me of Bette Davis in that movie Whatever Happened to Baby Jane? Velda reminded me of her in lots of ways.

Ruby blushed and commenced to whisper all kinds of things in Velda’s ear.

It took three ushers to peel her off the casket, then three more to carry her writhing body from the chapel.

“I like it when Velda faints,” I whispered to Eden, “’cause it’s the only thing that hushes her up.” I ran my finger back and forth along the slivery curve of the pew until a loose piece fell into the hymnal holder.

Standing in front of my grandfather for the last time would usher me into a world I did not want to enter. So I did not hurry the matter. Aunt Pippa nudged me along. I allowed my eyes to caress his face—artificially rosy from the paint of the undertaker. He had never dressed in the manner in which they dressed him on that day. Instead of the faded olive coveralls that smelled of tobacco and motor oil, he was laid out in a dark blue suit, his silky white hair parted on the side and combed neatly. He looked like a king instead of the retired grease monkey we all knew.

“Time to say good-bye, Katrina,” I heard Aunt Pippa whisper.

Something sour churned inside of me. No one had bothered to tell me of my grandfather’s illness. In those days, little children could not go to the hospital. So my final reunion with him was full of bitter resentment at those who had kept us apart for what seemed like months to my six-year-old mind. I could no longer climb into his lap and stare back in defiance at anyone who tried to rule me. I was tossed in with the other Hurley children and looked upon as ordinary and in the way. My precious Papaw flew away from me without saying good-bye. I ran from the church, wordless, in my own way reciprocating what I thought had been done to me.

Those days before Papaw’s illness and death had been quiet calms before the Hurley storm. The blithe memories of Saturday afternoons spent on Mount Nebo with picnic lunches, men drinking beer out on the car hoods, and telling ghost stories by flashlight and campfire, descended into hollow echoes trampled underfoot.
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Daddy was home from the hospital for good then. Every morning I found him in the same place, seated at the small metal kitchen table in the alcove of our kitchen. He fired up a cigarette first thing, then sat drinking coffee while the morning passed him by. He poured the remaining black coffee into a tin pot that boiled until the coffee turned to tar.

“Bring me another pack of Salems, Kat.” I was his errand boy, and I often wondered if Momma had disappointed him when she presented him with a daughter.

Eden never fetched anything, nor did she do much in the way of chores. She had a gift for fouling up anything that got handed to her. Quite a wonderful gift, I soon decided, since it got her out of doing anything.

Momma had gone to work at the only factory in town, a Poll Parrot shoe factory, but managed to stay home on weekends. It was on those weekends that most of their wars erupted. But on one particular Saturday, instead of their ritual battle of the checkbook, I heard rumors of a different brand.

“You can’t be sayin’ that’s true, Ho,” Momma said. “That farm belongs to all you kids. I heard your daddy say so a million times.” I always remember her short frame standing in the open doorway of our kitchen. Daddy forbade us from spending money on air conditioning, so during the warm days of late spring, the doors and windows invited in the sounds and scents from Momma’s garden. On this day it smelled hot and airless.

“Velda’s put my momma up to it. I’m gettin’ a lawyer.” Daddy sat in his undershirt and a pair of worn khaki pants neatly creased at the knee. The smoky haze in the alcove was thicker than usual.

“Who’s goin’ to pay fer it, Ho? You’ve got other brothers and sisters. They should pay too.”

I could tell by the look on Momma’s face something bad had seeped into our world. She had looks for everything, and this one reeked of ruin. I stood with my back to the wall and peered into the kitchen from our small living room, knowing that if I walked into their midst, the flow of information would become skewed and not nearly as colorful.

“My family don’t have any money, Donelle. Not two nickels to rub together. You know none of them will stand up to Velda.”

“Velda’s crazy as a March hare!”

I knew Momma was right about that. Aunt Velda had been locked up in the sanatorium more times than I could count.

“I’m goin’ to see Momma right this instant.” Daddy stood. I inched farther away from the doorway.

“Call Ruby and Lillibelle first. See if they know what Velda’s up to.”

Daddy fell silent.

“What are you doin’?” Eden’s voice whispered right into my ear.

“Nothin’, now shoo, why don’t you?” I said.

“You listenin’ in on Momma and Daddy?”

“No, interrupting is rude, don’t you know? I’m not interrupting them. That’s what.”

“Come and play with me.” Her eyes, so large and blue they caused me great jealousy, sparkled up at me and, in an Eden sort of way, baited me.

“Eden, let me be.”

“Katrina, what are you two doin’ standin’ outside the kitchen like that?” Daddy towered over us. In spite of his recent hospitalization, he was a bull of a man, quiet spoken until his ire was kindled.

“Playin’,” I lied.

“Go play outside.”

Eden headed for the door. She turned as though she expected me.

“Momma, what’s wrong?” I looked past my father.

But instead of answering me, Momma lifted one brow, bared her teeth.

“Is this about Papaw Hurley’s farm?” I asked.

“Katrina Louise, your daddy done told you to git outside. Git now ’fore I take a broom to your hind end!”

My shoulders lifted, stiff bones fashioned by dread. Our unending jaunts to the Hurley farm had left me believing the hundred-acre spread was all my own: the shabby barn, the little white anemic cows stippled with russet patches that stared downfield at me with brown marbles for eyes. Papaw had not farmed on the place in years. He and my grandmother lived instead in the white frame house, number twenty-three Clementine Avenue.

Clementine was the longest street in Mockingbird Valley that cut through the center of downtown before curving the head of its arrow out to the lake. According to what Daddy had always said, the farm meant more to him than any member of the Hurley family. He had fought in the Korean conflict, and every paycheck he earned was sent home to pay for the farm. The land meant everything to him and made him somebody. To be somebody in Mockingbird Valley had many meanings, but to Daddy, it meant that you owned land and that nobody could snub you or call you poor. I believe he hated being called poor more than anything else in life. Nobody likes to be looked down on, but to Daddy, it was apparently soul crushing.

“Eden,” I said. She followed me. I led the way out into the yard and deposited myself beneath a peach tree. Eden joined me, cross-legged. Perhaps she anticipated some cue from all I could gather. We waited until Daddy took his leave.

“Looky, there’s a rose on the mailbox, Katrina.”

“Don’t talk like Aunt Velda, or they’ll put you away.”

“It’s not crazy talk. See? Stuck between the flag and the box—it’s a rose. A red one.”

I saw it, blood red petals lilting, gasping for water. We bolted, two fools running for some poor man’s treasure. Crickets chummed together inside the mossy bed of portulaca when our sneakers pummeled the frazzled driveway-side edge. Our race to the mailbox sent us spilling, leaping pell-mell over a large ceramic urn overfilled with more portulaca. I snatched the rose first, not because I ran faster but simply because, as the eldest, I could exert my will. “The sun’s opened it up full, and it smells like one of Momma’s.”

“Reckon someone picked it from Momma’s rose garden and stuck it there for meanness?” she asked. Both of us knew the penalty for picking roses.

“I don’t know. But I don’t want her blaming me for picking it.”

“She best not blame me neither, Katrina.”

“Let’s keep it with our dolls and not tell Momma or else she’ll switch us for it,” I said.

“But if she finds out we’re keeping secrets—”

“If you tell, I’ll not play dolls with you, Eden. Ever.”

“I’ll not tell it, Katrina,” Eden whispered. She slunk back toward the peach tree, guilt painted fully across her innocuous face.

“What’s wrong with Daddy?” Eden always asked me the hard-to-answer questions.

“Don’t know.” I settled us both beneath the peach tree. “You be the mommy and I’ll be the daddy,” I said to her.

The blush of morning matched the pale flush upon her cheeks. Eden always looked like a little doll herself, squatted among our baby dolls. She immediately turned her baby doll across her lap and spanked its naked backside. “Bad baby! Mind Mommy!”

When she hit her babies like that it made me hurt inside. “Don’t, Eden. Love the baby.” I showed her how to cradle it with the head in one hand and its bottom in the other.

“You be the mommy,” she said.

“I don’t know if I ever want to be a mommy,” I said. “I want to be an artist. I want to see Paris.” I liked to interject that statement whenever possible. It made me feel less common.

“I want to be an artist too.”

Eden always made me sigh. If I had been a more dependent sort of person, I might have appreciated her perpetual mimicking of my every action. I’ve observed twins that answer in unison, agreeing on every matter. But I would have made a horrid twin. Instead, I saw myself as an individual explorer determined to unearth the answer to every question that popped in my head. When I wanted to find out what catastrophe had my daddy so undone, I did not desire an audience.

“Here, Eden, you dress the dolls and I’ll go fetch the teacups.” I stood in the middle of all of my children and observed the perfect circle I had made with them.

If we had a dozen baby dolls at that age, by the time we were grown we had three times as many. Momma saw to it because of something bad that happened to her as a girl.

“I’ll go get the teacups with you,” Eden said.

“No, hardhead. Let me get the teacups and you dress the dolls.” Whenever I called her a name like that, it had the same effect on me as twisting a knife into my own heart. But before I could think, out would fly the worst of names from the acrid tongue I had inherited from my momma. It was the worst part of myself and the part that I hated most.

I brushed the anger at myself away with the freshly cut Bermuda grass from my gingham yellow pedal pushers. I had business to attend to with Momma and didn’t want my conversation riddled with the nonsense interjected by a younger sister.

“I’ll go with you, Katrina.”

“Fine. Then you go get the teacups.” I tried a new strategy.

Eden sat down upon the cotton pillowcase spread beneath the sprawling shade of the tree. “No, you go get them, Katrina. I’m the mommy.”

Eden always took the bait. I escaped and ran up the rear porch that led into our kitchen. The collection of empty pop bottles chimed like a dime-store register as I pressed back the screen door against them to enter. For that reason, we always referred to the back landing as the pop-bottle porch.

“Momma, where are you?”

“Back here brushing my old ratty hair.”

Seated in front of a weathered walnut vanity, Momma was dressed in a floral print blouse and matching walking shorts. She could be counted upon for running down the way she looked, as though God had cursed her with hopeless flaws. Keeping a list of reasons to be mad at God was the only part of her world she had fully organized. She often said that when she got to heaven, she would show him the list and then sit down and listen to his explanation. For his sake, I always hoped it would be a good one.

Because of her obsessive gardening habits, I seldom found her wearing anything that matched, let alone something from her own closet. More often than not, she could be seen by our entire neighborhood stooped over a bed of dahlias clothed in one of Daddy’s old shirts.

“Are you going somewhere, Momma?”

“We’re going to your granny’s, so call in Eden and put on some shoes.”

I always felt a quiver of excitement when hearing that we were going for a visit to my grandmother’s home. It had felt so much more like home to me that I had run away over and over again, trying to find the place that beckoned me back to its braided rugs and crocheted dolls. Even under threat of a switching, I never ceased to try and return.

Momma lifted a lipstick tube and applied the cosmetic to her bottom lip, then pressed her lips together to color the top lip. She always used an orange-red color, bright like the petals of the evening sun.

“I want to wear some lipstick.”

“No, you’re too young.”

“When will I be old enough?” I stood in the doorway of her bedroom, watching her ritual as she sprayed her hair and teased the top layer into a tangled bouffant.

“I said, call in your sister, Katrina. You lost your hearing?”

“No, but I—”

When Momma swore, it always had the same effect on my insides as acid. It ate clear through me and tarnished my image of her.

“Is Daddy still mad?”

“He’s been done dirty by his family.” She swore again. When Momma cursed about Daddy’s family, it was always in ways that lumped them into the same seething ball of profanity.

“It’s about Aunt Velda, ain’t it?”

“Ain’t none of them doin’ right by him. I don’t want to talk about it right now. He’ll be back any minute. Went to get some gas in the Chevy.”

I stood with my face against the varnished wood frame and watched her continue to transform herself.

“You talked in your sleep last night, Katrina. Did you have a bad dream or somethin’?”

“I had a dream about you, Momma.”

“What was it?”

“The dream scared me. I saw you riding in a parade going down Main Street in front of all the town stores. You stood on top of a parade float just like the town homecoming queen, all decked out in a tight-fitting dress with a full skirt and laced petticoat.” It was true. When I had seen her in my dream, I felt the most powerful awe, as though I beheld a goddess. She had looked just like Loretta Young.

“Sounds like a silly dream to me.” She pressed the lipstick against each cheek and rubbed the edges of color into her skin. Growing up in hard times had taught her to employ the most practical means of achieving beauty on a shoestring.

“But just as you passed me by, your float collapsed and you fell to the street. Your ankle was broken—”

“Go get Eden before I box your ears!”

“I’m here. Where you goin’, Momma?”

Eden had walked up behind me, no doubt after undressing and dressing the baby dolls beyond the bounds of her limited attention span.

“Get your shoes on, Eden. We’re going to Granny’s.” Momma fingered a pair of matching earbobs, then pushed them aside. She hadn’t worn them since Easter Sunday. She always saved her best things for days that never came.

“We better bring in our dolls.” I left to fetch the babies in the yard, then my shoes. I quickly slipped my feet into the worn-out canvas flats, a faded grasshopper green with pink rose print. My big toe peeked out between the raveled fringes of string that strained to contain my ever-expanding feet.

I had just rounded the corner when I heard Eden yelp. My eye caught the sight of Momma striking her across her face.

Eden shrieked and I saw blood splattered across her lip. She turned and looked at me. Her face was contorted in pain and her blue eyes brimmed with tears.

“Momma, Eden’s nose is bleeding!” I shrieked.

“Katrina, run fetch a cold washrag!” Momma yelled at me as though I had hit Eden myself. But I saw the guilt etched in her face. Eden could sneeze and get a nosebleed. But this one wasn’t caused by a sneeze. Momma had struck her good.

When I returned with the wet terry-cloth rag, Momma yanked it from my hand. By now Eden stood with her head back, large tears streaking down her face in accusation.

“Stop your cryin’!” Momma’s voice trembled. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“What did she do?” I asked.

“I’m just tired of her mouth is all.” Momma took Eden’s hand and pressed it against the cloth. “Keep your hand here.” She walked into the kitchen, and I heard the screen door slam.

“It’s just a nosebleed, Eden.” I struggled to find assuring words. “You get them all the time.”

“Momma hit me on my nose.” She continued to sob. “I didn’t do nothin’, Katrina. Not nothin’ at all.”

“Sit in this chair and quit your crying. I’ll get another clean rag.” The one I had given her was saturated in blood.

I ran into the kitchen to fetch a clean one from a pile of fresh laundry. But before I stooped to paw through the laundry basket, I saw Momma sitting on the rear porch steps. She held her face in her hands, and her body shook. “Momma, are you crying?”

“Get out of here! Can’t I have a moment’s peace from you kids?”

I backed away, feeling a sickening pain inside as though I had witnessed something unspeakable. I felt sorry for Momma and for Eden. One sat in the bedroom, her spirit crushed and her body wounded, while the other sat crushed and wounded of heart and hating herself. But try as I might, I failed them both miserably as a healing bridge.

Such was my lot in life.

The car trip to my grandmother’s house was more silent than usual. Momma had cleaned Eden’s face and changed her clothes, even combed and styled her hair into two curly ponytails. But Eden sat next to me on the rear car seat, and her eyes were still red from crying. She stared straight ahead, emitting soft, weepy hiccups.

Daddy said little at all, and I still failed to understand the details of what had happened between him and Aunt Velda.

Mustering the courage to speak, I finally asked, “Are you mad at Aunt Velda or Granny?”

Momma glanced across the seat at my father. She let out a ponderous sigh. “Your Aunt Velda and Uncle Ned have sold your Papaw’s farm. But it wasn’t theirs to sell. It belonged to all the kids.”

“Why did they do it?” I asked.

“They traded it for a small house for themselves.”

“I’m not goin’ to allow it!” Daddy started muttering again. When he disagreed with something or was mad at someone, he often had conversations with himself. Instead of working out the problem face to face, he would work it out by himself. I suppose his way of problem solving was less confrontational, but it solved nary a dilemma.

“But they can’t just take Granny’s land without asking, can they?” I sat forward, trying to understand the matter in the simple manner of a child.

“They’re movin’ your grandmother in with them.”

“But—”

“Katrina, that’s enough! Your Daddy’s already bitin’ bullets. Don’t add no more fuel to the fire!”

Momma’s tone had a finality to it that I didn’t dare cross.

When we arrived at Granny’s, I could see Uncle Hank’s old car parked out front. He was Daddy’s brother and the husband of my Aunt Pippa. They had a daughter, Roxanne, who was several years older than me and prettier even than her own mother. While the rest of the cousins would always scatter down into the creek, shrieking like wild natives, Roxanne sat primly at her mother’s side, a trait that left me awestruck. Poise and gentility had never been my companions. I could only admire them from afar, coveting what did not belong to me.

Eden and I spilled into the house in hot pursuit of a cold drink and hopeful that my cousins had not completely devoured Granny’s morning allotment of chocolate gravy. Even cold bacon became a delicacy to us, as we slid it between the fluffy planes of Granny’s homemade biscuits and stovetop jam.

Without glancing up, I knew exactly where my grandmother sat: on the old brown sofa near the picture window of her living room. Sitting near the large multipaned glass offered her the best light for her needlework. But I always had to take care rounding the sofa, for near the frayed corner next to a cheap veneer table sat a coffee can she used for spitting out her snuff. To misstep would mean catastrophe for any unwary pedestrian.

“Hi, Granny!” I called out, with Eden fast on my heels. “Can I have a Coke?”

After my grandfather’s death, I realized soon enough that the hospitality dished out so freely beforehand was due almost entirely to his unfettered generosity.

“Don’t have any Cokes,” she said.

I peered into the refrigerator anyway. Behind the metal pots of leftovers and milk cartons sat a silver tin can. “I see a pop, Granny. Can I have it?”

“Kat, I done told you I don’t have no sody pop.” It makes sense to me now that a widow woman whose house continually spilled over with grandchildren and unemployed daughters and sons might become somewhat protective of her pantry. But I wasn’t just anyone.

“Look, see what I have here?” I held up the can and kind of shook it at her.

“Katrina Louise, you put that back!” Momma used her acid voice on me. She hated for us kids to ask for anything. Imposing was intolerable, and to make a request of anyone, in her estimation, was imposing.

“She don’t know what it is, Donelle.” Granny muttered it low.

Momma and Daddy had left us with such a fright of beer and whiskey and such that it never occurred to me that my dear sweet Granny nipped from time to time. So I held the can close and pulled back the tab. Momma and Granny never looked up from their morning soaps. The smell was overripe to me. I sipped it and mulled over the taste. It was bitter and tasted toxic. As I held my first taste of beer in my mouth, a fire threshed around my mouth and trickled down my throat. But I did not know to call it beer or any such thing. I only feared it would eat out my insides and leave me dead on the linoleum like a rat that’s eaten poison.

“Put it back and go play with your cousins.” Momma never knew that I had already opened the can. Granny probably later wondered about an open can with but a sip of liquid gone. I shoved it to the rear of the refrigerator next to the burned-out bulb. My whole life, I never acquired a taste for liquor.

Until my grandfather’s death, I had enjoyed the run of this house. Perhaps Momma didn’t realize it since she worked such long hours. I was welcome in this place, but knew that to press the issue might land me a switching or, even worse, a tongue lashing.

Seated in a corner chair beneath the hanging cage of Granny’s neurotic parakeet was Aunt Velda. She smiled sweetly at Eden and me. “Hello, little Kat. Eden.” Her raspy voice reflected the tar and nicotine coating of her smoking habit.

“Hi, Aunt Velda.” Eden spoke woodenly, not because of the circumstances but because she spoke that way to everyone.

I took a seat on the sofa next to my grandmother while Eden seated herself cross-legged in front of the television.

“You kids can stay in here and watch TV,” said my mother, turning the channel. I watched as she and my father crossed through the kitchen, followed by my grandmother.

Aunt Velda fidgeted for a few moments. She used one cigarette to light another and bolted for the rear bedroom.

“I’m going home, girls. Tell your parents I said good-bye.” Aunt Pippa gathered up her handbag and walked out the front door, followed closely by Roxanne. Uncle Hank left with them.

“How’s your nose, Eden?” Seeing that we were all alone, I decided to ask.

“It’s kind of sore.”

“What did you say to Momma to make her so mad?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged, her gaze fixed on a telecast of The Cisco Kid.

I could hear Velda’s kids outside, giggling and playing with the water hose. I was considering joining them when I heard a shriek from the rear bedroom. An icy chill shot through me.

Eden glanced up but then returned her attention to Cisco. She could tune out the most amazing things.

Anxiety crept up inside of me, and I half stood to peer over the bar in the kitchen.

“Oh, Velda!” I heard my grandmother cry out.

The door flew open and my mother marched through, red-faced. Her eyes wide, she nodded at me. “We’re leaving! Head for the car.”

“But, Momma—”

“Now, girls!”

Daddy ambled behind her, leaning on his cane and shaking his head.

Behind him I could see Aunt Velda lying coiled up on the floor, motionless. My grandmother administered a damp cloth to her forehead.

I feared the worst. “Daddy, is she all right?”

“Katrina!” Momma gestured with her head.

I hadn’t realized that my Uncle Leland had been stretched out asleep in the middle bedroom. We called him Uncle Lee. He was Freda’s daddy. He emerged at once, rubbing his eyes and stretching his limbs.

“Hobart? What’s going on?” He asked my father.

“It’s Velda, Lee. She’s fainted—again!”

I was rushed out of the door and toward our Chevy. No one noticed that Eden had remained inside.

Velda could faint in a blizzard. Perhaps the sight of our skinny aunt collapsed on the floor is what drew Eden to stay behind. Or maybe just the thought of a fight in general lured her to dawdle. I do remember how as fights would break out on our high school campus, Eden would be among the hecklers. Her thirst for seeing a freshman’s blood spilled onto the sparse Bermuda grass of Mockingbird High proved a temptation she could not resist. Where I took flight from the heat of redneck combat, Eden would dive right into the fray just so she could get a front-row seat.

I glanced across the sprawling rear seat of Daddy’s Chevy, then leaned casually over the front seat between the pained faces of my two parents.

“Sit back, Katrina,” Momma said.

“Momma, Eden’s not back here.”

“She didn’t come out with you?”

“Nope.” I peered toward the window of my grandmother’s home. I could see Velda’s wiry frame just beyond the stained chiffon sheers. The ember glow indicated she had revived herself and found immediate comfort in her nicotine addiction.

“Run back and fetch her, Katrina.” I could see Momma staring at Velda, but did not yet understand the glint of bitter hatred that caused the human eye to shimmer.

“Can’t you just honk the horn, Daddy?”

“Katrina Louise, git!” Daddy seldom did the hollering because Momma always beat him to it. But when he did snap at me, I knew better than to talk back.

I scrambled from the backseat and kicked at pebbles all the way up to the small front landing. “Eden!” I hollered out her name several times and then waited for her response. Just as I pulled open the screen door, I heard a screech from inside. My fingers froze on the latch, and it was the first time I recall recognizing my own cowardly nature. Momma would preach at me my whole life about the importance of finishing a fight, of landing the first blow, and of teaching the villains in my life a lesson they would never forget. But I never got the hang of it.

When I glanced back at the Chevy, I saw Momma’s head bobbing at me, her thin cord of patience stretched beyond its limit. I pressed the palms of my hands against the weathered front door. More screaming from inside sent a chill through me. Momma hung her head out the window and fell into a tirade. Velda and Uncle Lee could be heard going at it, but I heard nary a sound from my sister.

The door hinges groaned as I pressed against them. Tobacco smoke wafted past, escaping the room as I opened the door and peered inside.

“You ought not do it, Velda! Not to your own family. Not to blood!” Uncle Lee towered over his younger sister.

“Don’t you be tellin’ me what I ought or ought not do!” Velda stood glaring up at him. She took a long drag on her cigarette, then tossed it into a cereal bowl on the kitchen bar.

“I’m tellin’ you ’cause no one else will do it, Velda!”

“You stay out of it, Lee!”

Finally, I saw the small towhead of Eden. She had planted herself right below my aunt and uncle. Neither of them acknowledged her. My grandmother had retired to her bedroom to avoid “taking sides,” her customary ritual in sibling rows.

“Eden!” I whispered. I crouched low, hoping to draw her attention without drawing fire from my cantankerous Aunt Velda.

Her soft lashes lifted and waved at me flirtatiously as her primrose lips formed an innocent smile. She then gestured with her thin finger and pointed up at her quarreling aunt and uncle.

“We’re leaving!” I said it between bared teeth, but I could see that Eden assessed the matter before her in the same manner she assessed The Cisco Kid. Nothing was real, and every scene was a new episode created to entertain her, to make her happy. And then, just like a summer cloud that covers the sun for a brief instant, her recognition of me faded. Her eyes lifted and fell upon my aunt and uncle. She had turned me off and switched channels to seek the adventure of a greater conspiracy.

By now Daddy had commenced to blow the car horn, and I knew that if I didn’t succeed soon in bringing back the straggler from our litter, my legs would be switched. I inched toward her but kept my eye on my unpredictable aunt, who continued to scream into my uncle’s face.

“Momma’s going to whip us both, Eden!”

“Lee, you back away from me now!” Velda’s persona now reflected the wild bobcat that dwelled inside the cave of her dark, confused soul.

“Not till you swear to make that husband of yours tear up that fake will and—”

“Shut up! Shut up!” Velda’s arms flailed against him, and her knees buckled. I thought for certain she was headed for one of her fainting spells again.

“Eden!” I stooped over and slapped both hands against my knees as I pleaded.

Velda’s hand fell back against the bar. As with any of her decisions, they were seldom premeditated and always impulsive. I saw her bony fingers curl around a butcher knife that my grandmother had used that morning to slice slab bacon.

“Uncle Lee!” I screamed.

Velda, driven by her insane sense of justification, swung the knife over her head and down toward my uncle’s chest.

A curious light came into Eden’s face. I recalled seeing that same expression during The Wizard of Oz when the witch wrote in smoke across the sky, Surrender Dorothy.

“No, Aunt Velda!” My hands flew to cover my eyes.

I hated being a Hurley. In that instant I knew that my placement within the gnarled twigs of their wretched nest had been a mistake. God had sent me to the wrong place, and somehow I had to get a message to him about it. I did not belong here, but some yet-unseen hand forced me to assume the role that I despised.

A clatter that sounded like metal against cheap linoleum caused me to look up. I could see Eden’s body shaking uncontrollably. I ran toward her as Uncle Lee shoved Velda out of the kitchen.

Eden bent over and picked up the knife and held it out to me.

“What happened?” I asked.

“It bended. Bended right against Uncle Lee’s old fat belly.” Eden laughed so hard that it ignited my strong sense of right and wrong.

“Eden, Aunt Velda tried to kill him! It ain’t funny, girl!”

My sister always described that incident in a manner that likened it to an episode of The Three Stooges. Even after she was fully grown, she would recall the day Aunt Velda rammed the dull kitchen knife against my uncle’s belly and it bent in her grasp. The fact that Eden could never sense danger must have given rise to her life being surrounded by a battalion of heavenly guardians. The Good Lord knew she would need them.

I never saw my grandmother again after that day. Not alive, at any rate. Aunt Velda and her husband paid a snake-in-the-grass lawyer to weave a will that left the farm solely to my weak-willed grandmother. Then they coerced Granny into selling the farm and buying a small house in a cheap HUD subdivision, with the promise that they would care for her. The house reverted into their greedy grasp when she died. Since the farm had been worth ten times what the house had cost, the mystery would always remain about what happened to the profit and why none of the other six brothers and sisters shared in it.

It was things like that—the loss of the farm, the Great Depression—that always affected Daddy. I often wondered if he could have overcome his disability if he hadn’t allowed the past to so overtake him. But he never allowed himself the luxury of dreaming of the future. Moreover, he had a list of people for whom he held no respect. Dreamers topped the list, with preachers and gypsies taking a close second. So he settled into the sedentary world of partial disability payments. He always believed that beyond the boundaries of Mockingbird Valley lay the gaping jaws of fear. Satisfaction for Daddy came dressed in a pair of overalls that surrounded itself with cronies down at the local spit-and-whittle club.

But dissatisfaction stirred the bland mash of my own brooding ideas. It called out as I slept that catastrophe did not lie beyond Mockingbird Valley. I imagined what waited outside the valley’s brim was something much sweeter, like the embryo of desire. I could not help myself as I listened in silent awe to the siren’s call and wondered if it was my name in the indecipherable whisper.

With Daddy home, our house became a place of longing. I longed to be set free from his fearful, overprotective grip, longed to see my mother return home for good from her toil at the factory, and pined for the grandfather I could never hope to see until heaven.

Where Momma viewed Eden as a troublesome waif whose only purpose was to shadow her days with worry, Daddy saw her as a victim whose life he must shield from all the catastrophes that befell her. Thus, the remaining shreds of my guileless kingdom fell into the dust. My reign as Papaw’s little autocrat ended with the soundless drumroll of my own frustration as I watched Eden shaped into the next mindless recipient of the American welfare system.

But life took a drastic about-face the day Daddy began receiving full disability pay. Momma came home, established herself as the new despot, and sent Daddy off with more time on his hands than he could manage. That’s when the real trouble started, I suppose.

In November, I awoke to the most glorious sight. While some travelers drove for miles to view the splendor of fall in the Ozarks, I coveted those rare mornings when we would awaken to snow. So seldom had I seen it blanketing our own yard that I threw open the front door and stepped out. The hoary powder that had blown onto the wooden porch nipped at my bare feet, but I ventured further, hoping to discover that no trace of the ground peeked through. When every flower bed, every border brick was hidden from view, I knew that we had been snowed on but good.

That’s when I spotted the tracks. I had remembered seeing footprints in the snow the previous winter when Momma walked to the shoe factory. When the roads were treacherous, the factory would offer extra pay to those who would show up. So Momma would slide a pair of plastic rain boots over her shoes and walk to work before the sun had begun to trickle across the frozen crust. But on this morning, the footprints were twice the size of my mother’s tiny feet. I could hear the splendid crunch of boots against snow. My eyes followed the tracks. I tiptoed to the western edge of the porch where I spied Daddy stealing away.

“Daddy, where you goin’?” I hollered.

He lifted a stubby finger to his lips and waved me away with his other hand.

“I want to go!” He often heard that phrase spill from my own lips as well as Eden’s. It meant that we had sickened of staying around the house and begged for diversion of any kind. But Daddy had tired of playing nursemaid.

“Wait for me, Daddy.”

By now he had a frenzied mien and gestured wildly for me to go back inside.

“Why can’t she go, Hobart?” I had not heard my mother slip up behind me.

The color drained from Daddy’s face. This would not be the first time I witnessed their odd game. Until the day I stepped into adulthood, I never realized my unwitting role as eyes and ears for my mother’s suspicions.

“She ain’t got her shoes on, Donelle. She’ll catch her death.”

“Katrina, go get dressed. Daddy can wait for you.”

Life had given her no reason to trust him. She had been married twice before, and not a one of them had proven faithful. I sensed the strange tension between them but knew when to seize opportunity. I scrambled inside and threw on my usual assortment of last year’s rags, layering them in slovenly fashion for the sake of warmth.

“I’m comin’, Daddy.” I slid off the porch and scrambled to keep up with him. I had no need to query about our destination. Mockingbird Valley had little in the way of commerce. Not once do I recollect sitting down as a family to restaurant food. But a small processing plant had moved in behind our home. To serve the laborers, a café had been erected. The aroma of hot coffee, biscuits, and greasy fare assaulted my senses even before we entered the dive’s austere portals.

I had but one agenda. The glass counter was daily filled with the choicest of chocolate bars. No matter that my rumbling stomach groaned for lack of breakfast. Laying all other techniques aside, I went for the throat—the assumption close. “Daddy, I want that one.” I tapped upon the top glass directly over the most delectable of chocolate bars—the Krunch.

I always loved the sound of jingling coins in my father’s pockets. It meant that I had struck pay dirt.

“Mornin’, Ho.” The waitress poured hot coffee into a cup and shoved it in front of Daddy. She had a teased hair job with a color that looked accidental, a shade similar to the color of one of our tomcats.

“Mornin’, Evelene.” He tipped back his felt hat and took his seat on a swivel barstool.

I seated myself next to him, engrossed in peeling back the soft aluminum candy wrapper.

“Have you ever seen it so cold?” Daddy asked.

“Not in years.” She wiped an invisible stain from the countertop.

“Reckon Faubus’ll ruin the state?”

“Now, Ho, you know I don’t know nothin’ about politics.” She giggled in a manner that caused her bony shoulders to lift up and down like a mechanical monkey’s. Her mascara-laden lashes fluttered while she rested her chin in the palm of one hand. “Besides, I thought you was a Democrat.”

“Not no more. I changed parties. I was a Democrat, but they’s a lot of difference between that and a yellow-dog Democrat.”

“What’s that mean?”

“I vote for the man. A yellow-dog Democrat’ll vote for any old mongrel long’s it’s a Democrat.”

She laughed hard, and I felt uncomfortable with the way she spoke to Daddy, like they had known one another their whole lives.

“Are you a Democrat?” I finally asked her.

“What’s that?” She righted herself and looked at me as though she had noticed me for the first time.

“’Cause if you’re a Democrat, my Daddy won’t have no use for you.”

“Katrina Louise!” Daddy could say my name in a way that made hairs stand up on the back of my neck. When Momma came after me, I knew that pain was about to connect with my posterior. But with Daddy, I always felt the poorest sort of shame, like he didn’t want to claim me as his kin.

After that day, when he was forced to take me with him, Daddy devised ways to place as much space between him and me as possible. At times I wouldn’t even know where I was, but only knew we’d driven far out into the country and I’d been left on the doorstep of one whose name I wasn’t given. So when Momma would ask where we’d been, I could only answer, “I don’t know.”
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