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Prologue

I’ve always had an attachment to trees. Most likely because of my uncle Rudy, a farmer who knew the secrets of trees and seeds and wind and water every bit as well as my aunt Verdella knew the secret of how to love. He was always there to pluck an analogy from trees with which to assure me that hearts can sustain themselves in even the longest droughts of hope, and that something beautiful can take root and bloom in lives that have become wastelands. I clung to every one of his stories—dropped into my days like simple trivia—because, well, I guess it’s like my first (and really, my only) true best friend, Winnalee Malone, said: “You have to believe in something, or what’s the point?”

.   .   .

I don’t remember much about the day my ma died, but I remember that night. Aunt Verdella stretching a sheet across the couch near midnight, and bringing Uncle Rudy a pillow. My two-year-old brother squirming himself to sleep between Aunt Verdella and me on a bed that smelled like vanilla and work clothes and sunshine, her hand bridged to my arm, stroking it when I cried softly, and squeezing it when my sobs jiggled the bed.

Aunt Verdella’s hand didn’t drift off until she did, and she moaned in her sleep. I lay still at the edge of the bed for hours, my eyelids slammed shut to keep in the tears. And when sobs formed in my chest, I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood, which felt easier to swallow than grief. I knew that if Aunt Verdella woke, she’d only start crying along with me, and she’d already cried a river’s worth of tears. Finally, when I couldn’t keep quiet any longer, I slipped out of bed, circled the couch so I wouldn’t wake Uncle Rudy, and went outside.

It was almost dawn and the sky was still wearing the stains of yesterday’s storms. It was misting and foggy, and wet grass clung to my bare feet like hair clippings as I hurried to the tree that had been every bit a part of my childhood as Winnalee.

We called it our “magic tree” because it spun us off to faraway places, and brought us home by lunchtime. It kept our “adventure bag” (an army knapsack that held the items we believed we’d need when we snuck off to Dauber Falls in search of the fairies Winnalee was convinced lived there) hidden in the hole at its feet, safe from Tommy Smithy, Uncle Rudy’s fourteen-year-old farmhand. And after the Malones left without warning, our magic tree kept Winnalee’s Book of Bright Ideas for me until I found it. I’d read that book so many times since that summer, that I knew every “bright idea” by heart. Just looking at the tree that had been the keeper of our innocence that summer of 1961 made my tears run like sap, and I ran stumbling to meet it, like people do when they’re being reunited with family from across a sea.

I hadn’t climbed that tree since Winnalee left, and my fourteen-year-old body, skinny and gangly as it was, felt heavy and awkward as I reached around a thick, low-hanging branch and swung my legs up to wrap around it. The bony bark scratched the inside of my thighs as I scooted down the limb, Aunt Verdella’s nightie bunching around my hips.

The barkless platform in the fork of the tree that once held two pairs of dusty feet couldn’t contain my ladies’-size-eights, but cupped my heels. I leaned back against one of the three thick limbs and looked up at branches that stretched toward Heaven, as if they, too, were reaching for Ma. Questions about why she had to go into the basement when she did played in my head like taps, and I had to bend my head forward or drown. I cried for my ma. I cried for my brother. I cried for my dad, my aunt, my uncle. And then I begged the magic tree to take me away. Far away, to lands where fairies played, and Winnalee waited. Where nothing could find me but innocence.

Instead, it was Uncle Rudy who found me. Sitting in the fork, straddling the limb I’d leaned against, my arms and legs wrapped around it like a child being carried. “Button?” he called.

I blinked awake and saw him below me, one hand extended and the other dangling at his side. The grass was bright from its washing and Aunt Verdella’s nightgown was damp on my skin. “Come on, honey,” Uncle Rudy said.

As he helped me down, I could see Aunt Verdella standing at the kitchen window, her hand pressed to her mouth.

Uncle Rudy put one arm around me and took a photograph out of his pocket. “I ever show you this, Button?” he said, handing it to me. “I took it up on Lake Superior, when your dad and I went up there on a fishing trip, right after he graduated.” I stared down at the photo with the same skeptical wonder with which I once gaped at what appeared to be photos of real fairies. I squinted at Uncle Rudy, who had shrunken to five feet seven while I was growing, his eyes now level with mine.

“I know. I know,” he said, nodding. “Looks impossible, don’t it? A tree that size growin’ on the top of a big rock jutting out of the water, no soil beneath it. But lookie here,” he said, tracing his stiff finger along a thick rope that ran from the base of the tree across thin air, then disappeared off the edge of the page. “I didn’t get it in the shot, but over here was a bluff some twenty feet from the rock, and these roots were stretched to it like an umbilical cord.” He took his cap off, rubbed the top of his half-bald head, and pumped it back in place. “Anyway, I want you to have it,” he said, giving me a pat.

I didn’t get the chance to ask him how that tree knew which direction to send its roots in, or how it survived until it reached solid ground, because Aunt Verdella was already on the porch, her arms reaching, and all I wanted was to get to them. But later, four years later, to be exact, I came to understand for myself how that tree survived. And then, how it thrived.


CHAPTER
1


BRIGHT IDEA #62: If you want to go to Detroit because you think it might be a fun place to live, but you end up in Gary, Indiana, instead and your sister says, “Well that’s life,” then you might as well just accept that you are where you are for now.



I was upstairs in Grandma Mae’s old house, in the room wallpapered with army-green ivy and a window seat, a stack of shirts on hangers bending my wrist, when Aunt Verdella shouted my name. She didn’t call out “Evy”—short for Evelyn, which is what most people called me—but “Button,” the nickname Uncle Rudy gave me when I was little. My stomach tightened from the fear in Aunt Verdella’s voice, and I tossed the shirts on the bed and jumped over a row of cardboard boxes. I raced across the hall to the window in the pink flower-papered room facing my aunt and uncle’s house, and butted my nose against the rusty screen. Aunt Verdella, shaped like a snowman made wrong for as long as I could remember, with only one big ball for her body, instead of two, and normal-sized limbs that looked stick-skinny in comparison, was almost to the dirt road separating her house from Grandma Mae’s. “Aunt Verdella?” I called.

Her arms were going like two twigs caught in a windstorm as she gestured back toward her house, pointing high. “Boohoo!”

I looked straight ahead and saw my six-year-old brother, Boohoo (Robert Reece until Uncle Rudy dubbed him Boohoo, because of his ability to use a pout to get his way), walking along the peak of her roof, a red towel faded to pink draped over his shoulders—he thought Spider-Man wore a cape like Superman. Boohoo held a skein of pumpkin-orange yarn above his head. “My God!” I cried, then flew down the stairs like I was on fire.

I tore across the yard and into theirs and veered around Aunt Verdella, shouting at Boohoo to stand still and to get down—as if he could do both at the same time. He was twirling the yarn, sending long strands floating down over the gray shingles. My skin dampened with scared.

“He must have crawled out the attic window while I was on the phone,” Aunt Verdella wailed, holding her pillowy, freckled chest. She pressed her hands to her flushed cheeks. “Boohoo, you’re gonna fall and break your neck!”

“I’m not Boohoo,” he said, “I’m Spideyman. And I’m making a web.”

Boohoo walked with one sneaker “suctioned” on one side of the peak and one on the other, twirling the wad of yarn as he went. “Oh Lord, he’s gonna fall!” Aunt Verdella cried, ducking, like each step he made was a boxer’s jab.

“I’ll go up after him,” I said, because it was the only solution I could think of, even though I got woozy if I was more than a few feet off the ground. “Oh dear, oh dear,” Aunt Verdella said. “Don’t chase him or he’ll run. Oh Lord. You’re both gonna be landing on your heads!”

I’d just reached the front door when Aunt Verdella stopped me with a loud squawk. She pointed down the gravel road at Uncle Rudy’s beat-up pickup lazily moving toward us in a haze of dust. I looked back up at Boohoo, who glanced down the road, too, then went back to his web-making. It was one of those moments when I just wanted to go back. Back to when our family worked as smoothly as the gears on the clock that Ma kept oiled.

Aunt Verdella ran to the truck, jogging alongside it before it could stop, huffing as she chattered, her finger jabbing at the roof. Relief pushed me to the truck, too. “Yeah, I see him … I see him,” Uncle Rudy said as he opened the truck door, speaking in his usual still-as-a-lake-on-a-sunny-day voice.

“Hurry,” Aunt Verdella said. “Do something before he breaks his neck.”

I wasn’t exactly sure what Aunt Verdella expected Uncle Rudy to do, since he was even older than she—him sixty-nine, her sixty-eight—and with a back that had him stiff and curled like the letter S. Uncle Rudy grabbed a hardware store bag off the front seat and waited for his half-blind, all-deaf lab, Knucklehead, to climb down from the seat. My uncle didn’t look up. Not once. He just shuffled toward the house.

“Hi, Uncle Rudy!” Boohoo shouted. Uncle Rudy gave him a slow wave, still without looking up, while Aunt Verdella buzzed around Uncle Rudy like a housefly, verbalizing what I was thinking. “Where you goin’, Rudy? You gotta do something! How’s he gonna get down by himself?”

“Same way he got up, I suppose,” Uncle Rudy said as he pulled the screen door wide open to let Knucklehead in. We followed them into the kitchen, where Uncle Rudy set his bag down on the cluttered counter, patted Knucklehead once he flopped down on his hair-matted rag rug, then went back outside.

Uncle Rudy was the only one who could make Boohoo do anything. And Boohoo (when he was on the ground anyway) tagged after Uncle Rudy like Knucklehead used to. So when Uncle Rudy headed for the shed, Boohoo called down to ask him what he was doing. Uncle Rudy didn’t answer. He just scraped open the wood-slatted door and slipped inside. And when he came out, he had his fishing pole and creel. “Rudy!” Aunt Verdella cried, flabbergasted. “You’re not goin’ off fishing and leave us in this predicament, are you?” Uncle Rudy just kept walking, his work boots crunching gravel as he made his way down the driveway, whistling as he went.

Aunt Verdella stopped, propped her freckly fists about where her waist should be, and watched him, her eyes stretched wide, her jaw dangling.

“Hey, Uncle Rudy?” Boohoo called, his voice thin and anxious. “You going down to the creek?” I glanced back at the roof. Boohoo was staring down the drive, the wad of yarn hanging limp alongside his knee. Uncle Rudy didn’t even turn around. “Evy? He going down to the creek?”

Boohoo didn’t wait for me to answer. He crouched down, and while Aunt Verdella and I held our breaths and pinched each other’s arms, Boohoo shuffled his way down the sloped roof, his makeshift cape fanning the shingles at his back. He curled his leg into the opened attic window, tossed the skein in, grabbed on to the sill, and slipped inside.

Boohoo was out the front door in a flash. I gripped his forearm and jerked him to a stop before he could jump off the porch. I didn’t know whether to spank him or hug him. Not that I had the chance to do either, because Aunt Verdella grabbed him and squished him against her belly. “Oh, Boohoo. You scared the dickens out of us! Don’t you go on that roof again, you hear me? You could have broken your neck and been killed, or paralyzed, or—”

Boohoo squirmed as Aunt Verdella smothered his sweaty dark hair with kisses dropped like commas, in between a long list of near-fatal injuries he could have sustained had he fallen. He wormed his face free. “Hey, Aunt Verdella, Aunt Verdella,” Boohoo said, patting her arm to get her attention. “Did you know that when you run, you don’t go any faster, just higher? You do. Like this,” he said. Boohoo demonstrated, his dirty sneakers scissoring baby-sized bunny hops, his head bobbing on a neck not much bigger than a wrist. Aunt Verdella looked at Boohoo, then at me, “I don’t run like that, do I?” Boohoo assured her that she did, then headed for the shed, calling to Uncle Rudy to wait up.

Aunt Verdella mopped the fear off her brow as Boohoo raced to catch up to Uncle Rudy, then skipped down the drive alongside of him, his fish pole in one hand, his other hooked on the back of Uncle Rudy’s suspenders. Aunt Verdella shook her head. “That boy’s gonna give me gray hair yet,” she said, as though she’d forgotten the duct-tape-width strip of silver that ran down the part of her Shocking Strawberry colored hair. “I swear, watching every child I ever babysat in one room, at one time, would still be less work than that one. He’s a handful!” It didn’t matter how upset Aunt Verdella was, her words always sounded like one long string of ha-has.

Aunt Verdella’s eyes lifted then, and she said, “Sorry, Jewel, honey. Button and I are doing our best, but that boy is a handful!” Aunt Verdella did that often, talking to Ma as though she was standing right next to her.

“Did I tell you what he did when I dozed off watching TV last night?” Aunt Verdella asked. “He wrapped me up like a mummy in a good three, four skeins of yarn—my two new avocados, to boot! I woke up because I had to tinkle, and almost peed my pants trying to get my ankles free so I could get to the bathroom. My bladder isn’t what it used to be, you know. That boy had the yarn so tangled that Rudy had to get the scissors and cut me loose. Course, all that little stinker did was laugh.”

“That’s what you get for telling him that bite on his leg this spring was a spider bite,” I teased. Aunt Verdella chuckled and lifted her palms as if to say, Well, what you gonna do about it now?

“While they’re fishing, how about I give you a hand unpacking?” Aunt Verdella didn’t wait for me to answer. She just linked her arm with mine and headed me across the road.

“My little Button,” she said, pulling me so close that our sides bumped. “All grown up and moving out of her childhood home … living right across the road from me.” She got quiet suddenly, and stared down at her feet as we headed up my drive. No doubt, because she was thinking of how my move meant Dad would be living alone, with no one to make sure he ate, and to keep him from feeling lonely—as if I had the power to do either.

Aunt Verdella reminded me of a baby, the way her moods could go from sad or scared and circle back to happy again as quickly as a head turn. And that’s exactly what happened when we stepped inside Grandma Mae’s house.

“You know,” she said, her whole body smiling, “after your grandma Mae passed, I couldn’t come in here without getting all tensed up, remembering her with that frown pickled on her face. But when I brought over Rudy’s tomato starter plants—I hope you don’t mind. I don’t have the window space at home—I just smiled, thinking of Freeda and Winnalee and the life they brought to this house. I was sorry, when after they left, your ma said she didn’t want any more renters in here. I always thought having a young family across the street again would be nice. But now you’ll be here.” She wrapped her arms around her fat middle and shimmied gently.

Aunt Verdella followed me upstairs and took the shirts I’d flung on the bed, heading for the closet. “I’ll bet every piece of clothing you own is something you sewed!” she called, her voice so loud that I swear I could see the windows vibrating. “Your ma would be so proud of you, Button.”

Would Ma be proud of me? I wore that question at the back of my head like a ponytail. It was there when I’d packed Dad’s lunches with store-bought bread instead of homemade because my crust always chewed like taffy (not that Ma was a good cook. She wasn’t. But I knew she wanted me to be), and the question was there on nights Aunt Verdella and I tucked Boohoo into bed with sand in his hair and streaks on his legs, because time had gotten away from us and we were too tired to wrestle him to the tub. Sometimes, like when my English teacher complimented me on my latest essay, or when someone said what a sweet girl I was, I knew Ma was smiling down on me with pride. But other times, I knew better.

Like the night my friend Penny convinced me to lie to Dad that I was going to her house to help her paint her bedroom, and she told her mom the reverse. Instead we slipped off with a twenty-year-old guy Penny had the hots for, and his friend, even though both of us had a few weeks to go before we turned sixteen and neither of us was allowed to date until then. And certainly not guys that old.

That night, Penny talked me into rolling the waistband of my skirt like hers, making them minis that barely covered our butts. I didn’t want to because of my skinny legs, with knees lumpy and big as cauliflowers, but she lifted a copy of her Teen Beat magazine to show me a picture of Twiggy, the model whose doe-eyed face and string-bean body was plastered everywhere. “She only weighs ninety-eight pounds,” Penny said. “Girls are starving themselves to get as skinny as her—be glad you don’t have to!” I could almost feel Ma’s eyes burning two holes into the top of my head as I cuddled in the backseat with Trevor, who was cuter than I had ever imagined one of my dates could be, and drank the bottle of Pabst he shoved into my hand. He thought I was just chilly when I asked to wear his sweatshirt, pulling the hood up over my head so that it drooped down over my eyes, before letting him run his hand up my shirt and stroke my breasts a couple of times before I pushed him away.

No. I didn’t think Ma was all that proud of me.

“How about this drawer for your socks?” Aunt Verdella asked.

I looked up and nodded.

“You tie your socks together. Now ain’t that interesting,” she said. “I always make balls. But then I guess your ma tied socks, too, didn’t she? Course, she would. Balls make the tops stretch out, and your ma had those skinny ankles. Isn’t it something how many things we learn from our mothers, though? I do all sorts of things like mine. Like cutting the ends off of bread when I bake it, and eating them while they’re still hot. Even if I make four loaves!” She giggled. “And the way I can’t throw nothing away. My ma was just like me. A real clutter-bug.”

Aunt Verdella had always slipped little things about her parents into our conversations, but until Ma died, I never paid all that much attention to them. Now I looked at things differently. It did me good to see her remember times without tears, because although I didn’t cry every time Ma’s name came up anymore, I’d still feel that horrible ache pooling in my center.

I smiled at Aunt Verdella as I picked up a box of my personal things, wanting to put them away myself. “I’m so glad your ma was good to you,” I said.

Aunt Verdella pushed down the mound of socks and closed the drawer with her hip. “Oh, she treated me like a little princess. And Lord knows, it wasn’t because I was so cute she couldn’t take her eyes off of me, either! Though to her, I probably was.”

Aunt Verdella noticed the leaning stack of sweaters I’d left on the window seat, and she hurried to grab them. “I’ll put these on the shelf in the closet. How about that? The dresser’s already full.” I told her that would be fine, then opened the box of mementos I had wedged between my feet. Winnalee’s Book of Bright Ideas was on top, alongside the empty urn Winnalee had left behind. I took the urn out of the box and set it on the floor, then picked up the book and sat down, smoothing my fingers over the embossed letters: Great Expectations by Charles Dickens.

Aunt Verdella was still chattering about my sewing when she stepped out of the closet and spotted the urn. “Oh my,” she said as she crossed the room and picked it up. “I didn’t know you had this, Button.” She turned the urn in her hands, her eyes puckering with empathy. “I’ll never forget the sight of that sweet little thing pulling this out of their truck and telling us her dead ma was in it.”

Aunt Verdella looked like she might cry, so I lifted the Book of Bright Ideas to show her.

“Oh, I remember you two toting that book around! You girls were what, eight, nine years old?”

“Nine.”

Aunt Verdella sighed wistfully. “I remember the day you found it in the bottom of the tree the two of you used to play in. You were so touched that she’d left it behind for you.” Winnalee’s “bright ideas” were written in chubby, irregular letters, the i’s dotted with circles and sometimes hearts. Aunt Verdella gave one long awwwwww at the sight of them.

Aunt Verdella sat down on the bed beside me, the urn cradled in her arms. “Now refresh me Button, ’cause my memory only holds things about as long as my bladder. Where’d she get that book from? And the things she’d write … what exactly was that about, again?”

So I reminded her of how Winnalee had swiped the book from a rich lawyer’s house where Freeda cleaned. How he had a whole collection of the classics in his library, all of them leather-bound prop books with blank pages.

“Now why would he have books like that?”

“For looks, I guess.”

Aunt Verdella shook her head. “He must have been a little goofy in the head,” she said.

I started to explain the notion Winnalee had that launched the bright ideas, then decided to just read the first entry, because it said it all: “Bright Idea number one: If you don’t want to keep making the same mistakes over and over again like Freeda says big people do, then you should find a book with nothing inside it and write down the things you see and hear that you think might be the secrets to life, because nobody’s going to tell you shit. By the time you get to 100 you’re probably going to know everything there is to know about how to live good.”

“Ohhhh, isn’t that precious,” Aunt Verdella said, her hand warm on my arm.

My stomach suddenly got that hot sensation in it. The same one you feel when your eyes warm before you cry. “Aunt Verdella? Do you ever wonder why we think of the Malones so often, and still miss them? They were our friends over one summer. That’s all. Penny was my friend for six years before she moved, and though I missed her for a time, I hardly ever think of her anymore.”

“Oh, Button. It’s not the length of time we knew someone that makes them so special. It’s what they brought to our lives.”

Aunt Verdella rested her head against mine. “You know, when the picture on your TV screen starts rolling. Or when your bread’s coming out of the toaster with only one side brown, you admit the dang things are broken, and you either fix them, or you get a new one. But when your life is broken, you’ll let that misery roll by for years, and ignore the side of you that isn’t finished. Your uncle Rudy, who is, as you know, smart as a whip about most everything, says that’s just human nature. And I suppose it is. But still …”

Aunt Verdella straightened up and stared across the room at nothing. “When Freeda and Winnalee pulled into town—Freeda with that fiery red hair and temper to match, and Winnalee, cute as a bug’s ear in that big mesh slip and ladies’ blouse, carrying this urn and that book—I brought them back to rent your grandma’s place because I saw something in them that was broken that I wanted to fix. I don’t know that I fixed even one thing in their lives, but what I do know, is that they fixed plenty in ours. Without even tryin’.”

She made a soft hmmmm in the back of her throat. “I don’t like thinking about those times, back before Freeda and Winnalee came and changed our family for the better—we were so broken then—but I can’t help it sometimes. Your ma and dad’s marriage had gone sour so long ago, that I doubt they even tasted the bitterness anymore. And your ma, so judgmental and jealous, and cold to you and your dad. I told myself that’s just how she was made, because nothing ever seemed to change it. It broke my heart, though, the way she had you so scared of doin’ something wrong, that you couldn’t stop scratching yourself. Remember how you used to chew the insides of your cheeks until they bled?” I slid my tongue over to cover the jagged, tender skin in my mouth, as if she’d see the damage right through my cheek if I didn’t.

“Auntie tried to help you loosen up—you were such a serious little thing. Like a little old lady in a child’s body. But I couldn’t do nothing to change that, any more than I could change Jewel’s behavior. All I could do was love you both. But Freeda? She knew what to do.”

“Yes,” I said, remembering how, after Ma accused Freeda of having an affair with Dad, Freeda had flown into a rage and yelled at Ma for her jealousy, and for how she treated her family. Ma had cried so hard Freeda had to help her to a chair. That’s when it came out that she felt ugly and undeserving of Dad, and Freeda helped her understand that she was putting those feelings about herself onto me. “But after Freeda took Ma under her wing, helping her fix up, loosen up, and feel better about herself, Ma turned butterfly bright and wasn’t so hard on herself—or us—anymore.” Of course, she never became as vibrant or as much of a free spirit as Freeda—nobody probably could—but she started giving Dad back rubs and me hugs. And when Boohoo came along, she cuddled him just like Aunt Verdella did, melding his little curled body against her every time she held him.

“Yep. Your ma was like a new person, after Freeda got done with her … and you got happier and more outgoing after Winnalee got done with you, too.”

Aunt Verdella sighed. “That’s why I got my heart so set on buying Hannah Malone a final resting place, like Winnalee wanted her to have. So that sweet little girl could set down this urn, and we could show the Malones how much we appreciated them. Remember when you and me went to Hopested, Minnesota, to buy the plot and stone, and how shocked we were when the funeral director told us that Hannah Malone was still alive? Lord, I couldn’t hardly believe my ears! And then a few days later, after the funeral director told Hannah Malone that we’d come and why, there she was on our doorstep, wanting Winnalee back.”

I flinched at the memory of Aunt Verdella and me learning—along with Winnalee—that Freeda was not Winnalee’s sister after all, but her mother, and that she’d returned to Hopested to take Winnalee, only after she’d learned that her uncle Dewey was back living with Hannah. Freeda didn’t want Dewey molesting Winnalee as he had her, and she was going to get her out of there even if she had to lie to Winnalee and tell her that their mom was dead, and put woodstove—fireplace, cigarette, whatever kind of ashes they were—in an urn for Winnalee to carry so she’d go willingly, or not. And that night, after the secrets came out, Freeda and Winnalee pulled out of town. Without saying goodbye.

“I just wanted to do something nice for those two, you know?” Aunt Verdella repeated.

I nodded.

“We were so broken then,” she said with a sigh.

I stared down at the Book of Bright Ideas. Then I asked in a whisper, “Do you know that we’re broken now?”

Aunt Verdella put her arm around me and rested her head back against mine. Then she said, “Yes.”


CHAPTER
2


BRIGHT IDEA #86: If you’re scared of dead people, then you’re probably scared of live people too. But you don’t need to be scared of either.



On my first morning waking up in Grandma Mae’s house—my second day of freedom from Dauber High—I stepped outside, my skin still damp from my bath, and checked the sky as I headed across the road. Boohoo was digging in his tractor tire sandbox. Uncle Rudy’s truck was gone, and Aunt Verdella was coming around the side of the house with an empty laundry basket. “I need to go to Dad’s to find my good sewing scissors. Do you think you could give me a lift?” I asked. “I went to get them late last night, but a warning light came on the dash and the car started smelling burny. I didn’t know if I’d make it the six miles to Dad’s house, so I turned around. Smoke was rolling out of the hood by the time I got home.”

“Oh, I wish you had a more reliable car,” Aunt Verdella said. “That thing you’re driving is nothing but a pill.” Who knew what that expression meant, or if she was using it correctly. But if “a pill” meant an old, rusted heap of ugly maroon junk, then she was using it accurately. Dad had picked up the Rambler Classic right before I got my license. He paid two hundred for it, which is about how many times he’d had to fix it since then. “Course, I’ll run you, dear. I could use some milk from The Corner Store, anyway,” Aunt Verdella said. “Hopefully your dad will be home so you can ask him to look at your car.”

“Yeah,” I said. What I didn’t say, though, was that I was relieved she’d be with me when I brought it up. Not that I anticipated Dad yelling if I was alone—either way, he’d only stare off and say with a sigh, “Well, bring it over, then”—but with her there, I knew I was less likely to turn into the big-eared kid I’d been, too mousy to talk to her dad.

“We going to Dad’s?” Boohoo asked. I nodded.

Aunt Verdella told him to empty the dirt from his shoes and brush the sand off his bottom, then went inside to put the basket away. I watched Boohoo as he upside-downed his sneaker, letting the sand filter through his fingers as he made cartoonish sounds of a plane plummeting toward earth.

Once, Verdella had told me that Dad was a “change of life baby,” meaning my grandma Mae—Dad and Uncle Rudy’s mother—had him when she was old (forty-four, I think) and that she “never had the time of day for him.” Some years after Uncle Rudy’s first wife died, Uncle Rudy and Aunt Verdella got married and built a house across the road from Grandma Mae’s. Dad was still just a kid, and he began hanging around more and more, and little by little, his toys and clothes moved across the road, until, without anyone verbally agreeing to anything, Aunt Verdella and Uncle Rudy were raising him. Just as now they were raising Boohoo.

Boohoo was too little to understand death, but the grief he absorbed from the rest of us when Ma died, along with his missing her, caused him to wake and cry in the night. Nobody could comfort him except Aunt Verdella. Probably because after Ma opened her bridal shop, while Boohoo was still in diapers, Aunt Verdella took care of him during the day. Dad didn’t seem to notice that Boohoo never came home after Ma’s death. Same as he didn’t notice that each night after our supper was finished and the dishes done, I got in my Rambler, crossed Highway 8, and drove down Peters Road to Aunt Verdella and Uncle Rudy’s house, where I stayed until bedtime. So to Boohoo, it was “Dad’s house,” not his, and “Dad” was just a name. Obviously. Because when Aunt Verdella helped him make a Father’s Day card last summer, he gave it to Uncle Rudy, and Uncle Rudy had to explain to him that it belonged to Dad.

After Ma died, her sister Stella came, wanting to take Boohoo. She claimed I was old enough to get along without a mother, but that Boohoo wasn’t. Dad threw her out of the house, shouting, “Are you fucking nuts? You think I’m going to give my son away?” I wondered if Dad realized by now that he had given Boohoo away.

As far as Boohoo went, it was déjà vu all over again, proving that not only do people repeat the same mistakes they already made, but sometimes, the same mistakes their family already made.

“Okay, I’m ready,” Aunt Verdella called as she came down the steps, swinging her crocheted purse, and carrying a paper plate covered with Reynolds Wrap. “How you coming there, Boohoo?” she called, and he answered, “One down, one to go!” Aunt Verdella sent a string of ha-has floating through the air like pollen.

“I brought your dad some supper,” she said, handing me the plate once we got in her Buick. “Chicken from yesterday, which is what we’re having tonight. And some German potato salad.”

“Ew, I don’t like that stuff,” Boohoo said, wrinkling his nose as he hung over the seat. “It’s snotty.”

Aunt Verdella told him that she had mashed potatoes for him, and I told him to sit down. When he wouldn’t, she said, “You don’t sit down, and Button and me are gonna give you a love sandwich!” Since Boohoo turned six, he claimed he didn’t like kisses anymore. Still, he hovered over the seat until Aunt Verdella and I smothered his cheeks with smooches, one pair of lips for each side. Boohoo shrieked and threw himself back against the seat.

Dad was sitting on the couch when we got there, looking groggy from working the graveyard shift at the paper mill—his preference since Ma’s death. He tried to show enthusiasm when Aunt Verdella peeled back the aluminum foil. “You want me to heat it up for you, Reece?”

“Nah, I just had a sandwich. I’ll have it after a bit.”

I took the food from Aunt Verdella, offering to put it in the fridge so she wouldn’t see the other plates she’d left him in the past week or two, or realize that Dad didn’t have anything with which to make a sandwich.

Boohoo ran toward his bedroom to search for the Tonka truck that he’d forgotten when Aunt Verdella and I were packing my things. “No running in the house, Boohoo,” I called. Dad didn’t glance up as Boohoo raced by.

As upset with Dad’s neglect of Boohoo as I was, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him as he sat there staring at the television set, smudges of blame the color of bruises under his eyes, his body sunken with regrets. But I felt sadder still for Boohoo. Dad had gotten more approachable after the summer the Malones were here—when Ma was happier, warmer—and for a time, Dad and I had conversations like a real dad and daughter, even if they were short and not about much of anything. But not anymore. Now Dad hardly ever talked to anyone in the family, but for Aunt Verdella when she barged in, and Uncle Rudy when he ran into him. That made me sad for all of us, but especially for Boohoo. I remembered what it felt like to be little and have him look through you as if you were made of fog. Dad should have remembered how it felt, too.

Aunt Verdella plopped down on the couch and chattered to him—about Tommy Smithy asking to pasture some of his cows at the farm for the summer, about the tomato plants she’d started—while I went to my room to dig for my good pair of sewing shears.

I hated being in that house. The ambush of memories, and the thought of Ma cringing as she looked down from Heaven over her ruined house overwhelmed me. Ma’s floors were gritty, her end tables littered with old newspapers and coffee cups. The kitchen linoleum was scraped in the shape of a fan because the back door no longer hung level, and there was a stained, bubbled patch in front of the sink, two feet in diameter, where water had leaked from loose pipes. Dirty shirts were bunched over the backs of chairs, and socks pried loose with the opposing big toe lay in crusty balls where they’d fallen. That is, until Aunt Verdella came along once a week to scoop them up and take them home for washing.

I would have continued to show up every day to clean the house for Ma’s sake, had Dad not stopped me. Aunt Verdella explained it and I think she might be right. Maybe when Dad came home to kitchen sounds or the whir of the vacuum, he forgot for a moment that Ma was gone, and the truth, when it came, was just too jolting. In spite of how Dad felt, though, I vowed to sneak into the house once a week after he left for work to take down Ma’s bells and dust them. Ma loved her bell collection.

I found my scissors and stalled in the hall until Aunt Verdella called for me, then gave me a reminder nod toward Dad. The insides of my left arm itched, and I scraped it with the cold edge of the scissors as I told him that my car was broken again.

“It overheated,” Aunt Verdella said.

Dad glanced up, but only for a second. He sighed as I knew he would, and I wondered if he showed the same annoyance when other people asked for his help. I had my doubts. “Have your uncle Rudy fill the radiator, then bring it over Saturday. It’s probably just the thermostat,” he said.

“Okay, I’m ready!” Boohoo announced as he roared through the living room carrying his Tonka dump truck and a ratty Nerf ball wearing a bite-sized gouge—both finds from last summer’s Community Sale, even though Aunt Verdella’s house was already stuffed with so many toys that it would make the stash in Santa’s workshop look skimpy.

“Well, I suppose,” Aunt Verdella said, giving her thighs a quick clap. She stood up, leaned down, and gave Dad’s forehead a kiss, then ruffled his hair like he was a boy. “Boohoo?” she said, “Aren’t you gonna give your daddy a hug? …” But the screen door was already slamming. I hurried along Boohoo’s trail, holding my breath for fear that Aunt Verdella would ask me the same.

Maybe it was seeing Fanny Tilman, dressed too warmly as she was that day back in ’61, heading through the doorway of The Corner Store where I’d first met Freeda and Winnalee, that suddenly had me thinking of the Malones again. It was a day like this one. Early June. Warm. Breezy. Winnalee was refusing to get out of the truck, and Freeda had “to pee” and thought Winnalee should do the same. It was the first time I’d ever heard a woman cuss, or seen a girl in dress-up clothes. The memories made me smile, and Fanny gave me an odd look, like she thought I was smiling at her—fat chance of that!

“I scream, you scream, we all scream for ice cream!” Boohoo shouted, bumping Fanny’s side as he zipped past her to get to the freezer.

Fanny shook her head. “That boy could use some manners.”

Aunt Verdella ignored Fanny’s remark, asking her how she was, while I went to grab the gallon of milk. Ada Smithy was behind the counter, as she’d been for years. She asked me if I’d be working full-time at Jewel’s Bridal Boutique now that I’d graduated. I told her yes, but that I’d be working from home. I was shy around most people, but not Ada, who was sunshine warm like Aunt Verdella, though softer-spoken.

“Button’s living in Mae’s place now,” Aunt Verdella added, even though she was still over near the bread rack with Fanny.

“How nice. You and Verdella will be good company for each other.”

I told her I’d be doing some beading and other trim work on the bridal gowns, and sewing some of the bridesmaids’ dresses, then bringing them in to Linda. “We’re making mother-of-the-bride dresses and soon we’ll be adding prom dresses, too, so Hazel and Marge are working in the shop now instead of from home. It’s crowded in the work room, so Linda might look for a bigger place. Until then, me working from home works best for all of us.” Ada glanced at Boohoo, who was ripping the wrapper off an Eskimo Pie, and she nodded. “Of course.”

Aunt Verdella was heading to the counter, the ice-cream wrapper Boohoo dropped as he ran outside bunched in her hand. Fanny followed behind her, looking like the Grim Reaper in her long wool coat and dark scarf. “You stay right out front where Auntie can see you, Boohoo!” Aunt Verdella shouted.

Aunt Verdella asked me if I wanted an ice-cream bar as she veered to the freezer, adding that she was having one. Fanny Tilman scrunched her face. “She,” Fanny said—never calling me by name, not once in my whole life—“could use one. But I’d think twice before having one myself if I were you, Verdella. No offense, but you’re getting as big as a house.”

Ada gasped, and my jaw tightened. I’d never liked Fanny Tilman, who smelled like horehound candy and had a personality equally as repulsive. Fanny didn’t like many, and she certainly never liked me. Not even when I was a shrimpy kid with short, brown permed knots, and ears the size of dessert plates, who was always quiet and polite.

“That wasn’t very nice, Fanny,” Ada whispered.

Fanny shrugged as if to say, But it’s true. Then she said to Ada, “She keeps this up, and Rudy will be looking elsewhere.”

I wanted to shout at her that Uncle Rudy loved Aunt Verdella just the way she was, but of course I didn’t. Because even though I’d just celebrated my eighteenth birthday, I still felt like that shy, big-eared kid most of the time. Especially around people like Fanny.

Aunt Verdella looked down and patted her poochie middle. She’d been the same size since I could remember, though her belly hung lower now. “Oh dear,” she said. “I was wondering if I’d gained.” She pulled the elastic waistband from her pink polyester pants and gave it a snap. “These did feel a little snugger when I put them on this morning. I guess I’d better stop having a treat every time I give Boohoo one,” she said with a laugh. She glanced outside, then gave the window a rap when Boohoo wasn’t in sight.

“I’ll go look for him,” I said, eager to get away.

The door was propped open with a chipped brick, and Fanny’s scratchy voice tagged me outside. “You have to think of those things, Verdella. Bad enough that Rudy’s been tripping over somebody else’s kids all these years—the least you could do is not let yourself go.” I hurried so I wouldn’t have to hear any more.

I found Boohoo behind the station chasing a grass snake that had slipped between two large barrels. I hauled him back to the car, kicking and complaining. “Let me go! That snake’s gonna be my pet. Knucklehead don’t play with me no more.”

“Well, a snake won’t play with you, either. Now come on, Boohoo. Get in the car.” I got Boohoo inside and slammed the door, but he just slid across the seat and slipped out the other side. He wouldn’t give up on the snake until me and Aunt Verdella lured him back with a Bonomo Turkish Taffy and a Mallo Cup.

When we got home, Aunt Verdella went into the hallway near the bathroom and rooted around in the linen closet. I heard something clunk to the floor, and then “Oh my Lord!”

When she came into kitchen, her mouth was hanging open like she’d just seen a car wreck. “I’m two hundred pounds!” she announced. “I never thought I’d see two hundred pounds! I’m only five three and a half. That’s just too heavy!” And Boohoo, who was standing at the table, twisting off a long string of banana-flavored taffy to give to Knucklehead as Uncle Rudy came through the door, turned to him and said, “Uncle Rudy, Aunt Verdella is as fat as Fred Flintstone!”

“Boohoo!” I hissed.

He turned to me. “It’s true. That’s what Fred said he weighs. Two hundred pounds! And that’s just how much Aunt Verdella is.”
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