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E-book Extra

Authors Note




Mrs. Kimble didnt begin as a treatise on marriage and divorce. The book, as I first conceived of it, was about a single mother and her child: Birdie (Ken Kimbles first wife) and her son Charlie. As I wrote about these two, I became increasingly curious about Charlies father. I found myself very drawn to this character, a man who is defined largely by his absence. I wanted to know who he was, how he came into Birdies life, and where he went when he left.

Ken Kimble is what I call a serial husbanda man who marries again and again, who somehow, in spite of his obvious flaws, has no problem finding women to marry. Its a phenomenon Ive observed a few times in life, one that raises an obvious question: what exactly is wrong with these women, so willing to pledge their lives to a man they barely know? The answer, I think, has to do with the way women are socialized. Were raised to believe that marriage is what completes us, that unless weve achieved that particular goal, nothing else we accomplish counts for much. This belief has survived feminism, the sexual revolution, the sweeping social changes of the past 50 years. Women, even bright, successful women, still subscribe to it. One result of thinking this way is that we marry the wrong men.

The three Mrs. Kimbles are women of different generations; they have different expectations of men, and of themselves. Birdie is a product of the 1950s, a woman who resists learning to drive, whos perfectly happy being a passenger. Joan is in many ways a woman ahead of her time; she chooses career over marriage in an era when few women did, but shes ambivalent about her choices, and in the end chooses a more traditional life. Dinah, whos much younger, expects more from a husband; shes frustrated that Ken isnt a more involved father to their son. Birdie, on the other hand, would have been content to do all the child-raising herself as long as Ken came home every night, paid the bills, acted like a husband, even if he wasnt faithful to her.

Mrs. Kimble also looks at the changing shape of family, what that word means in an era of rampant divorce, of blended families with all their prefixes: step-this, half-that. Early in the novel, Birdies shame over being divorced is part of the reason she drinks. She lies about where her husband is; Charlie, whos only seven years old, picks up on her shame and starts lying about it too. At the end of the book we see something of how the world has changed in 25 years, a recognition that blended families can be quite happy and functional, prefixes and all.

The three Mrs. Kimbles arent victims. Ken Kimble isnt some kind of sociopath. He is, in fact, a very ordinary man; he simply takes what is given to him. He is in some sense a blank slate, a cipher; and that works to his advantage. Birdie, Joan and Dinah are looking for different things; yet each is able to convince herself that Ken Kimble is whats missing from her life. The novel examines how and why that happens. In that way Mrs. Kimble truly is a meditation on marriage: why women hunger for it, what were willing to sacrifice in order to have it.

I hope that you enjoy Mrs. Kimble.
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Mrs. Kimble
A Novel
by Jennifer Haigh

How did producing a full-length novel compare to writing short stories? Was it a challenge to create three distinct but intertwining narratives for Mrs. Kimble?

Short stories are to novels what dating is to a long marriage. A new story is very exciting; theres a wonderful sense of discovery that comes with inventing and exploring new characters. Because a novel takes so long to write, youre still plugging away at it long after the initial glow has faded. Novelists, like spouses, dont get to start from scratch when the novelty wears off. Theyre living with the choices they made days, months, years before.

 
Is there a part of you in any of Kens wives, or in Ken himself?

I identify with all the characters in the book. More strongly with the wives, but with Kimble too. Some readers seem to disagree, but I never thought of him as a sociopath. He is in many ways a very ordinary person. He simply takes what is given to him.

The voice with which you narrate Mrs. Kimble is very distinctive; the sentence structure is honed without being sparse, while your dialogue sounds casual but almost always carries an emotionally charged subtext. Did this voice evolve while you were a student in Iowa, or has it always been your vehicle for storytelling?

The narrative voice of Mrs. Kimble is very much my voice; I think it comes through in all my work. I aim for precision in the sentences because thats the sort of writing I admire. I have a great respect for writers who are humble, whose language allows the reader to see the story but doesnt get in the way. Language is a window, and if the window is clean, you shouldnt be aware youre looking through glass.

Do you consider Mrs. Kimble to be a cautionary tale?

I didnt intend Mrs. Kimble as a cautionary tale, just a story about life. Then again, life is instructive; we draw lessons from our own experiences and other peoples.

 
Any plans for your next novel?

I am now deep into my next novel. Its like Mrs. Kimble in that it involves a family and much of the story is set in the past. Its another intimate novel, showing the insides of peoples lives. Thats what interests me as a writer. Private stories, what people think and do and say when they think no one is watching.
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Mrs. Kimble
A Novel
by Jennifer Haigh

Introduction

Deftly exploring the poignant landscape of longing, Mrs. Kimble traces the lives of three women who marry the same opportunistic man, a chameleon named Ken Kimble. He seduces each of them with sensitivity and generosity, and with his obsessively perfected physique. But marriage reveals Kens true personaelusive, workaholic, and hungry for extramarital affairs. All three of his wives are sustained by the hope that he will once again become the hero they fell in love with. For Kens children, the reality of their fathers absence is at once devastating and indelible. And for Ken himself, the price of maintaining illusions appears to be negligible.

Spanning four decades in the life of a tantalizingly unknowable man, Mrs. Kimble vividly portrays the pain of unequal affections. In a voice that is neither maudlin nor sentimental, Jennifer Haigh has crafted a debut novel that captures journeys of the heart in a wholly original way. We hope that the following questions will enhance your discussion of this provocative triumph in fiction.

Discussion Topics


	Consider the similarities and differences among Birdie, Joan, and Dinah. Is there a common thread that attracts Ken to each of them.

	Joan and Dinah have physical traits that cause them to feel self-conscious and prone to rejection. Do you consider Birdies vulnerabilities to be equally physical in nature, or are they purely emotional?

	What motivates Ken? In your opinion, what enables him to so suddenly shift from being charming to vapid? To what do you attribute his compulsive dishonesty?

	The novels title reflects the tradition of taking a husbands surname after marriage. All of Kens wives change their last names and become Mrs. Kimble. What does this indicate about the tradition, gender, power, and identity in Kens marriages?

	Birdie appears in all three parts of the novel. What were your initial impressions of her? Did your opinion of her shift as her life story unfolded? 

	American society experienced significant changes between the 1960s and the 1990s. Did this appear to affect Kens various marriages, or was his behavior consistent across the mores of all decades?

	How might Birdies life have been different had her father not interfered with her attraction to Curtis Mabry? What is the effect of the Mabry familys presence in the novel?

	Though the novels characters are for the most part indifferent to spirituality, religion provides a frequent backdrop in Mrs. Kimble. What is the significance of Kens Bible school past? How did you react when he convinced Joan of his Jewish heritage?

	Do you believe that Kens abandonment of Birdie was the sole cause of her emotional breakdown? How might her life have played out if he hadnt left her?

	How does Kens departure affect his childrens attitude toward love? Do their relationships reflect or defy their parents example?

	Jennifer Haigh builds the storyline of Mrs. Kimble around brief scenes rather than lengthy, uninterrupted chapters. What is the effect of this technique?

	Ken is not the only predatory man in the novel; Birdie is exploited by the mechanic she meets as a waitress, for example. Do the novels characterizations of men and women match your own experience with the opposite sex? 

	With which of Kens wives were you most able to relate? How would you have responded in each of their situations?

	Though Ken is the most obviously secretive character in the novel, all of his wives possess a certain degree of secrecy and denial. Do you believe that its possible to lead a completely honest lifeincluding self honesty?

	Ken is an enigma, yet his character is drawn in rich detail. Discuss the significance of his vanity, his attraction to younger women, and his apparent inability to love or show genuine affection. What is the relevance of his conservative childhood, particularly the death of his brother?

	Food is mentioned throughout the novel, including Charlies perpetual hunger as a child; Birdies botched attempts to buy groceries; Kens aversion to seafood, which causes Joan to tailor her menus; and Dinahs Thanksgiving reunion and culinary expertise. Discuss some of your most meaningful memories regarding food.

	What makes Kens cause of death particularly ironic and fitting?

	While there are clearly three Mrs. Kimbles, are there also three Mr. Kimbles? Does each wife represent a separate identity for Ken?

	What variations on love (parental, romantic, erotic) are presented in Mrs. Kimble? Which characters appear to experience the most authentic forms of love? 

	20. The novel closes with Kens children brought together by Dinah. Charlie embraces his role as Brendans big brother and father figure. What do you predict for the family after Kens death?











 
 

The man died alone
, in a baby blue Eldorado on Route A1A, waiting for the drawbridge to be lowered. As his heart seized, his foot lifted off the brake; the car crept forward and nudged the bumper of a lawn service truck. The driver of the truck radioed his office and waited for the ambulance to arrive. By the time it came, the man was already dead.

He had lived alone in a furnished apartment on Largo Boulevard with a sunny terrace and a view of the ocean; in the five months hed lived there, no one in the building had noticed any visitors. In his apartment police found no books, no photos or personal correspondence, just recent newspapers and copies of the Broward County Real Estate Guide, a free publication distributed in boxes on the beach. In the bathroom were several bottles of pills, all unlabeled; according to the coroner, they were medications to lower blood pressure and cholesterol, slow a racing heart. The man had owned a dozen fine suits and three pairs of expensive running shoes. A neighbor said hed risen at dawn each day to run on the beach. On the table next to his bed was a gold wedding band.

 
Hed been seen eating breakfast each morning at a coffee shop down the streetthe same thing every day, black coffee and toast. He sat alone at the counter reading newspapers: a local daily, the Miami Herald, and the Washington Post.

How he spent the rest of the day, nobody knew. He was seen twice at a neighborhood drugstore, buying vitamins. He paid his rent with a personal check; five months ago hed opened an account at First Florida bank. An associate at a local Cadillac dealership remembered selling him the car. He would remember it forever. The man had handed him sixty thousand dollars in cash.

Hed died on a Friday night, the beginning of the Memorial Day weekend. The Department of Motor Vehicles would be closed until Tuesday; pulling the mans driving record might have taken days, but the sheriff knew someone at the DMV. The mans Florida license was brand new; no address had been recorded from the Virginia one hed surrendered. The Virginia DMV had an address on file but no phone number.

The body waited in the county morgue. Plaque in its arteries, an enlarged heart starved of blood. If no relatives were located, it would be buried in the municipal cemetery at the mans own expense. His checking account at First Florida contained half a million dollars.

The police kept trying.






Birdie

Virginia
1969





 
 
 


Charlies mother sat cross-legged on the living room floor, her nightgown pulled over her knees, a spill of photographs scattered across the faded carpet. Years later he would remember the sound of the scissors blades gnawing into the glossy paper, his little sister Jody wailing in the background, the determined look on their mothers face.

She had been drinking; her teeth were stained blue from the wine. She worked methodically, the tip of her tongue peeping out the corner of her mouth. The defaced photos she stacked in a neat pile: Christmases, family picnics, Fourths of July, each with a jagged oval where his fathers face had been. One by one she slid the photos back into their frames. She climbed unsteadily to her feet and placed the frames back on the mantelpiece, the sideboard table, the naked hooks dotting the cracked plaster wall.

Better, she said under her breath. She took Jody by the hand and led her into the kitchen. Charlie dropped to his knees and picked through the pile of trash on the floor. He made a pile of his fathers heads, some smiling, some wearing a cap or sunglasses. He filled his pockets with the tiny heads and scrabbled out the back door.

His father was there and then he wasnt. A long time ago hed taken them to church. Charlie could remember being lifted onto the hard pew, the large freckled hand covering his entire back. He remembered playing with the gold watchband peeking out from under his fathers sleeve, and the red imprint it left on the skin underneath.

His father had a special way of eating. He rolled back the cuffs of his shirt, then buttered two slices of bread and placed them on either side of the plate. Finally he mixed all his food into a big pilepeas, roast, mashed potatoesand ate loudly, the whole meal in a few minutes. Charlie had tried mixing his own food together, but found himself unable to eat it; the foods disgusted him once they touched, and his mother got mad at the mess on his plate.

His father made pancakes, and sucked peppermints, and whistled when he drove them in the car. On the floor of his closet, he kept a coffee can full of change. Each night lying in bed, Charlie would wait for the sound of his father emptying his pockets into the can, nickels and dimes landing with recognizable sounds, some tinny, some dry and dusty. It was always the last thing that happened. Once he heard the coins fall, Charlie would go to sleep.

 







Birdie was unwell. It was mid-morning when she opened her eyes, the room filled with sunlight. She rolled over and felt a sharp pain over her right eye. The other side of the bed was still made, the pillow tucked neatly under the chenille spread. She had remained a considerate sleeper, as if her sleeping self hadnt yet figured out that the whole bed was hers alone.

She lay there a moment, blinking. She had been dreaming of her childhood. In the dream she was small, younger than Charlie; she and Curtis Mabry, the housekeepers son, had hidden in the laundry hampers. You nearly give me a heart attack, said the housekeeper when she discovered them. Youre lucky I dont tell your mother.

Through the thin walls she heard movement, the bright tinkling music of morning cartoons. She lifted herself out of bed, her nylon nightgown clinging to her back. In the living room the children looked up from the television.

Mummy, Jody squealed, springing off the couch and running to hug her leg. She wore shortie pajamas, printed with blue daisies. Birdie wondered for a moment whod dressed the child for bed. She couldnt remember doing it herself.

Can I go outside? said Charlie. He lay sprawled on the rug, too close to the television.

May I go outside please, she corrected him. Yes, you may.

He scrambled to his feet, already in socks and sneakers. The screen door spanked shut behind him. Birdie unwrapped Jodys small arms from her leg. Let me get you some breakfast, she said. The children seemed to lie in wait for her, to ambush her the moment she crawled out of bed, full of energy and raging needs. At such times it could be altogether too muchher stomach squeezed, the sign of a rough morning aheadfor one person.

She took Jody into the kitchen. It was a point of pride for Birdie: her kitchen was always immaculate. The room simply wasnt used. She hadnt cooked in weeks, hadnt shopped except for brief trips to Beckwiths corner store, to buy wine and overpriced loaves of bread.

She found the box in the cupboard and poured the cereal into Jodys plastic bowl, decorated with pictures of a cartoon cat. She opened the refrigerator and a sour smell floated into the kitchen. The milk had spoiled.

Oops, she said, smiling brightly. She ought to pour it down the drain, but the very thought of sour milk turned her stomach; she left the carton where it was. She eyed the wine bottle corked with a paper napkin. Beside it an unopened bottle, the one she hadnt got to last night. She closed the door.

Looks like its toast for us, she said. She put two slices of bread in the toaster. She hadnt finished the bottle, so why did she feel so wretched? On Sunday night shed had two full bottles, and not so much as a headache when she woke the next morning.

 
The toast popped, the sound a jolt to her heart. Perhaps she hadnt overindulged, just consumed unwisely. Shed already learned that red wine hit her hardest, that a small mealtoast or crackerscushioned the stomach and allowed her to drink more. Beyond that, the workings of alcohol were still a mystery. It seemed to hit her harder at certain times in her monthly cycle; why, she couldnt imagine. She wondered if this were true for other women. She had no one to ask. Her mother was dead, and anyway had never touched anything stronger than lemonade. Her fathers new wife probably did drink, but Birdie couldnt imagine talking to Helen about this or anything else.

Butter? Jody asked.

Sorry, button. Birdie spread the bread with grape jelly and thought of the wine.

She would have been married eight years that Tuesday.



THEIR HOUSE sat back to back with the Raskins house; a tall hedge marked the border between the two yards. Charlie stepped through a bare spot in the hedge and cut through the Raskins backyard; then he crossed the street to the Hogans. Mr. Hogan had already left for work. A single light burned in the kitchen window. Out back the Hogans dog, Queenie, snored in her pen. Next door the Fleurys German shepherd barked wildlyhe barked at anything that movedbut Queenie didnt even stir. She was an old, fat dog, collie and something else. A heavy chain hung from her collar. Charlie wondered why the Hogans bothered. He couldnt imagine Queenie going anywhere.

He tiptoed toward the pen, where Queenies bowl was filled with kibble. The nuggets were still crunchy. Later in the day they would be soft from sitting out in the heat. He filled his pockets with the kibble. He felt bad stealing from the Hogans, but Queenie was fat and lazy. Anyone could see she had too much food already.

From the Hogans he went through the Arnetts yard and into the woods. The path ran along a shallow stream. Earlier that spring a gang of older boys had built a dam there. Hed been watching the dam for weeks to see if more mud and sticks and rocks were being added. One of the gang, a mean, freckled boy named Jeffrey, had moved away; Charlie had seen the truck drive up to Jeffreys house at the bottom of the hill. Since then the boys had neglected the dam. Charlie hoped that if he watched and waited long enough, they would forget the dam completely and it would be his.

He knew about moving. When he was little theyd moved to Richmond from Missouri. He remembered the kitchen full of boxes, his mother wrapping dishes in layers of newspaper. His father had driven the truck. Charlie had sat next to him on a box of books.

There had been no truck when his father went away, no boxes of dishes and newspaper that Charlie saw. He wasnt there when his father left. He was riding the bus to Pappys house with Mama and Jody. When they came back his father was gone. Charlie was six then, had since turned seven. His father hadnt come back for his birthday. He hadnt come back at all.

He followed the creek upstream, to where six big rocks lay end to end, making a bridge across the stream. If he was careful he could cross without getting his sneakers wet. Hed always wondered if somebody had made the bridge, carried the heavy rocks to the middle of the stream, or if theyd simply been there forever.

On the other side he ran downstream to where the ground got swampy under his feet. He crossed the swamp to the empty houseold, falling down, its windows covered with boards. Under the front porch lived a mother dog and her four puppies. Hed found the puppies when they were just born, silky, mouselike things with pinkish eyes and small, slick heads, snuggled in close to their mothers belly. He visited them every day.

He ran around to the front of the house. Here, boys, he called softly. The black puppy, the friendliest one and Charlies favorite, came first.

He reached into his pocket for a piece of kibble. The puppy came to him and mouthed it, its moist tongue sliding over his palm.



THE THING to do was make a list. In the past Birdie would write down everything: milk, hamburger meat, potatoes. Her husband would drive her to the A&P and walk down the aisles with her and they would talk about the prices of things; hed lived on a farm as a boy and knew what was in season. Afterward hed carry the bags into the house and place cans and boxes on the shelves; shed separate the Green Stamps the cashier had given her and paste them into books. She had saved Green Stamps for years, redeemed them for a carpet sweeper, an egg timer she kept by the stove.

Shed kept busy then. Shed cooked his breakfast. Eggs, she wrote carefully. Bacon. Shed read to the children and made their lunches. Cheese slices. Tomato soup. While the baby slept she would dust or sweep or wash clothes. Oxydol. Clorox bleach. Every few days shed wash two dozen diapers; the new disposables were too expensive, her husband said. After the laundry shed start dinner. It seemed impossible, now, that shed ever done so many things in a day.

 
Birdie looked at her list, written in wavy letters on the back of an envelope. The ink had begun to smear onto her sweaty hands. The complexity of the plan overwhelmed her: the driving across town, the finding of things in the bright aisles, the carrying of heavy bags from carport to kitchen. She sat for a moment with her head in her hands, her eyes leaking tears.

Jody appeared in the doorway. Whata matter, Mummy?

Birdie rubbed her eyes. Nothing, button.

What did you got on your face?

Birdie peered at her reflection in the toaster. Her eyes seemed too far apart, her face round and flat as a dinner plate. There were splotches of bright blue around the eyes and mouth. She rubbed her face with sweaty fingers. Her hands were spotted blue, as with some rare disease.

It must be this ink pen. She got to her feet and tossed the pen in the trash. She noticed then that Jody wore nothing but a diaper, and was suddenly ashamed. What kind of mother was she, letting her child run around the house half naked? What if someone should come to the door? What ifshe tried to stop the thought, but couldnthe should come back?

Lets get some clothes on you. She drained her glass and passed through the living room. Charlie had come back and lay sprawled before the television. The childrens room was a true disaster: toys scattered across the floor, tiny socks and underpants, small muddy footprints on the worn yellow carpet. She found Jody a clean sundress and ran a comb through her soft curly hair. She would take her children to the store, where she would locate the items on her list. People did this every day.

Birdie went to the dresser in her bedroom and took the envelope from the bottom drawer. Inside were four twenty-dollar bills, the last of the money her husband had left. She folded one of the bills and tucked it into her pocket.

Charlie, she called. Turn off the television. Were going to the store.



THE CAR was sweltering inside. Jody wailed when Birdie placed her on the black vinyl seat.

Hot! she cried.

I know, button, said Birdie. Sweat bubbled up from her scalp and trickled down her forehead; she swiped it away with the back of her wrist. She felt a raging thirst. She couldnt remember the last time shed driven the car. Weeks? Months? The hood stretched eternally in front of her. She felt like the captain of a large ship. Ahoy, she thought, turning the key in the ignition.

Nothing happened.

Its just been setting awhile, she said to Charlies serious eyes in the rearview mirror, his fathers eyes watching her. She pumped the gas pedal a few times and turned the key again. The engine sputtered, but wouldnt turn over.

Goodness, said Birdie.

Why wont it go? said Charlie.

Child, I dont know. It was not a complicated operation, starting a car. She couldnt imagine what shed done wrong. Again she turned the key and pumped the gas. From somewhere in the back of her head, she heard her husbands voice: Dont flood the engine. But it was too late; the car refused to start.

They climbed out of the car. Birdie noticed two bags of garbage waiting at the curb. For the second week in a row, the trash collector had forgotten her house.

Well walk to Beckwiths, she said. Let me go get my handcart.

She left the children sitting on the stoop. Inside, she took the half bottle of wine from the refrigerator and drained it in several gulps. She located the handcart in the kitchen closet and wheeled it onto the porch.



BECKWITHS WAS EMPTY that afternoon. The front door was propped open. A ceiling fan stirred up a limp breeze, the sweet dirty smell of baked goods and cigar smoke.

Miz Kimble. Beckwith nodded from behind the counter. He was a stooped, indoorsy man, his skin and hair and eyes the same shade of gray, as if hed been dipped in ash.

Good morning, said Birdie. Shed already rehearsed it in her mind, how shed go straight to the back of the store where the bottles of wine were arranged on a dusty shelf. She pretended to deliberate for a moment, then placed four bottles in the basket of the handcart.

Having a party, maam? said Beckwith.

Birdie kept her back to him.

Why, yes, she said vaguely. She hated this man: his dirty little store, his tiny eyes that followed a person around the room. He was a gossip and so was his wife, a fat, slow-witted woman who sat in the front pew at church, arms resting on the shelf of her belly, the better to show her damp armpits to the entire congregation. Birdie pushed her cart down the aisle, trying to remember what else to buy. She picked up teabags, a tube of hand cream, a small jar of green olives. What else? she thought. She remembered the list and scrabbled through her pocketbook. When she found it, it was all but useless, the ink smeared; she could make out only a few words.

Chicken thighs, she read. Hamburger meat.

Well, that was a lost cause. Beckwiths hamburger was fifty cents a pound, shot through with fat and brown around the edges. Youd be hard-pressed to find sorrier hamburger in all of Richmond.

Have you got any chicken thighs? she asked.

Just the whole. Beckwith pointed to the freezer case, where two small pale fryers sat wrapped in frosty plastic.

Birdie examined the chickens, her breath clouding the glass door. She felt light-headed, slightly unwell. She had always disliked cooking whole chickens, which looked entirely too much like what they were. A wave of nausea rushed though her. She leaned her forehead against the cool glass.

You all right, maam? said Beckwith.

Im fine, she murmured. The heat.

Its a hot one, said Beckwith. She wished he would disappear into the back room and do whatever shopkeepers did back there. Instead he watched as though she were some kind of criminal, as if there were anything in the sad little store worth stealing. She reached into the freezer and placed a fryer in her handcart. She was dimly aware of the children quarreling somewhere behind her.

No! said a small voice. Birdie turned in time to see Charlie wrench a jar of pickles from Jodys hands. Jody squealed with outrage. The jar broke loudly on the cement floor.

Children, she whispered. No one seemed to hear her. She crossed the store in three large steps and grabbed Jody by the hand. Somewhere in the process she lost her footing and slid facedown on the floor, bringing her daughter with her. Jody let out a wail.

Mummy! she cried. You hurted me!



THE JAR seemed to float in the air forever. Now, Charlie thought, and it obeyed, landing with a satisfying crash. The pickles looked soft and alive on the cement floor. For a moment he expected them to skitter away, like wild things that had been kept as pets.

He let out a cry as his mother lurched across the room and grabbed Jody by the hand. He was glad it wasnt him. She scared him when she grabbed, her fingernails leaving crescent-shaped marks on his skin. Once, when he was little, he ran into the street in front of a pickup truck. His mother spotted the truck and grabbed hold of his shirt just in time. Look both ways, shed scolded him afterward. It seemed to Charlie that she was always clawing at him with that same urgency.

He backed away as she tripped on the rubber floor mat and fell, her dress flipping up to show the veiny backs of her thighs. For a moment he thought of bending over to smooth down her skirt. Instead he stood there wiping his hands on his pants.

She seemed dazed by the fall. She lay there without moving until the old man came and helped her up.

You all right, Miz Kimble? he asked.

She got to her feet. Tears ran down her cheeks. There was a blue ink spot near her mouth.

Im sorry, she said faintly. Ill pay, of course. She rummaged in her pocketbook and handed the old man her change purse. Take whatever you need.

The old man counted out bills and change and handed back the purse. Can you make it home all right? You want me to drive you?

 
Charlie imagined the old mans car. He would let Charlie sit up front and pick a station on the radio. Yes, he thought, watching his mother. Just say yes. But she was halfway to the door, dragging Jody by the hand.

Well manage, she said. She did not look back. Her handcart sat at the front of the store like an abandoned animal.

Mama, Charlie called. He grabbed the handle of the cart. You forgot.

His mother stumbled back into the store and took the cart from him. Well manage, she said again.

The street was busy at that hour. A line of cars idled at the red light. His mother walked unevenly, leaning on the cart. Jody toddled behind her, tugging at the hem of her dress. They crossed the street with painful slowness. Charlie held his breath as a car squealed to a stop just short of them, a big yellow car like his fathers. The horn blared. Across the street an old woman came out of her house and stared.

Land sakes, said his mother, blinking as if someone had woken her from a nap. Im so warm. Then she did a remarkable thing. She sat down right in the middle of the sidewalk. Just for a minute, she said.

Charlie wanted to cry. His mother had broken the car. Theyd gone to the store without buying one single thing to eat. Now she sat in the middle of the sidewalk, as if she planned to stay there awhile.

Mama, he said. I want to go home.



THE NEXT THING she remembered they were walking along the road. Charlie led the way, her little man; the baby trailed behind, holding the hem of Birdies dress. The sun hung low in the sky, a perfect circle of orange pink. The daylight surprised her. It should have been much, much later. She was very tired.

She leaned heavily on her handcart, filled with packages she couldnt identify. She didnt remember leaving the store. She did recall rummaging through her purse and handing Beckwith her wallet, not caring how much money he took.

Children, lets stop and rest awhile. She reached down to steady herself and sat heavily on the curb.

Were almost home, said Charlie.

I know, button. Your mama is just so tired. She closed her eyes and clamped her lips together. Stop, she thought, but it was no use: her stomach wanted to jump out of her mouth and into the street. She felt a small sticky hand on the back of her neck.

Poor Mummy, said Jody, patting her hair. The sour smell of pickles filled the steamy air. Another wave rolled over Birdie, a potent mixture of nausea and shame. She leaned over and vomited quietly into the street.

 







The next morning his mother was awake when he came into the kitchen. She stood at the sink staring out the window.

Good morning, button, she said.

Charlie could smell the stove working. His stomach cramped inside him.

Im making tea, she said. Would you like some?

Tea, he thought. He studied his mothers face, still smudged with blue. He had never drunk tea in his life. He thought she should have noticed.

No, thank you, he said.

Im feeling better this morning. Her fingers raked at her hair, flat on one side of her head, soft and puffy on the other.

Thats good. Charlie looked around the kitchen for other signs of breakfast making. There was only a china cup with a string hanging over the side.

Can I go outside? he asked.

He cut through the hedge to the Raskins yard, still wet with morning dew. There was no light in the Hogans kitchen. Charlie went around back, but something was wrong.

Queenie was not in her pen.

He should have run away then. But Queenies bowl was full of fresh kibble. He thought of the black puppy, its moist tongue tickling his hand. He was stuffing a handful of kibble in his pocket when he heard the jangle of a chain.

What are you doing? said a womans voice.

Charlie looked up. It was Mrs. Hogan, her head wrapped in an orange scarf. She held a coffee cup in one hand, Queenies chain in the other.

Thats dog food, she said.

Charlie said nothing.

Are you hungry? she asked.

His face burned. Tears pressed behind his eyes. He dropped the kibble back into Queenies bowl. Then he ran.

He ran until his side hurt, through the Arnetts yard, into the woods, along the path. He crossed the stream, his feet missing half the rocks. He ran downstream to the marshy ground, his sneakers oozing cold water. The old house rose up in the distance, hiding badly behind the trees.

Charlie stopped, breathing loud. Blood in his mouth: he had bitten his tongue. Here, boys, he called softly. The black puppy came from under the porch and ran to him, ears flapping.

Im sorry, he said. His nose ran. He hadnt cried in a long time, not since he was little.

The puppy licked his empty hands.

[image: space]

 
THE KITCHEN was dim in the morning, shaded by a small magnolia tree out back, the only thing anyone had bothered to plant on the barren little lot. Birdie poured her tea and went out to the yard for the newspaper. She hadnt read it in weeks. Each day she stacked it in the aluminum can they kept under the carport.

She winced as she sat at the table. A bruise bloomed on her right kneecap where shed landed on the cement floor. Shed been embarrassed before. If she let herself, she could still burn over the awkwardness of adolescence, her first menstruation, the mortifications of childbirth. She could conjure up the bright hospital room, the breathstopping pain, strangers looking between her legs with clinical disinterest, the fat nurse whod shaved her and given her an enema. In twenty-six years shed accumulated a whole basketful of shame, a repository of palpitating memories she could dip into at any moment, each with the power to turn her hot and cold and sick with self-loathing.

Her eyes drifted over the front page. Her husband used to read the paper from front to back: national, local, obituaries, sports. He seemed to find pleasure in all the things happening in the world that had nothing to do with them, events so remote they seemed imaginary: wars in China, spaceships flying to the moon. Birdie pretended to be interested. In truth she found themand at such times, himdull and perplexing. She remembered the four bottles of wine in her handcart, still where shed left it on the back porch. No, she thought. Not today.

She brought the basket down from on top of the refrigerator. Shed been tossing the mail there all summer. In it were at least a dozen bills: phone, gas, electric; one from the pediatrician whod looked at Charlies ears last winter. Birdie ripped open the envelopes with a rising sense of panic. She had a hundred dollars in the bank, another sixty in the house. Hed promised to send more, but hadnt yet. She sat staring at the pile of bills. Then she heard a knock at the door.

Him, she thought. But he had a set of keys; why would he knock?

She slipped into the living room and looked around. The floor covered with toys, a sofa cushion losing its stuffing. Sober for the first time in days, she noticed the defaced photographs hanging on the wall. Good Lord, she thought. Lord almighty.

She tiptoed into the childrens room. Jody was asleep in her crib, her breathing soft and regular. Birdie peered through the Donald Duck curtains shed ordered, long ago, from the Sears catalog. A strange woman stood at the door. She knocked again.

Jody sat up in her crib, her eyes wide and startled. Whodat?

Ssshhh! Birdie whispered, holding her finger to her lips.

Jody giggled with delight. Ssshhh! she repeated.

Birdie closed her eyes. Damnation, she thought. The woman had surely heard.

Hello? the woman called. Anybody home?

Birdie tucked the baby under her blanket. You go back to sleep, she whispered. She shut the bedroom door behind her, smoothed her hair, and opened the front door.

The woman looked older than Birdie, with a double chin and a broad bosom. Mrs. Kimble, she said. Im from the county department of family services.

Birdies heart slowed, fluttered, sped up again. The county, she said faintly.

May I come in? The woman wore a pants suit and a bright scarf at her neck. Through her white blouse Birdie could see the thick straps of her brassiere. She felt her own disadvantage: breasts hanging soft under her stained housedress, her breath stale, her armpits slightly oniony. She stepped aside and let the woman in.



THE COUNTY WOMAN took milk in her tea, a bad sign of things to come.

Im afraid Im fresh out, said Birdie.

The woman peered over Birdies shoulder into the empty refrigerator.

Its my market day, said Birdie. Im out of everything. The four bottles of wine were on the back porch, safe in her handcart. The one thing shed done right, thank you Lord. She closed the refrigerator door and carried the tea to the table.

Im sorry to come by unannounced, said the woman. I tried to call, but the phone company said you were disconnected. She eyed the stack of bills on the table.

Birdie flushed. It was the redheads curse, the transparent skin that hid nothing, not pleasure, inebriation, or shame. Thats nonsense, she said. I called my sister this morning and it worked fine. In fact she had no sister, hadnt picked up the phone in weeks, couldnt remember the last time it had rung.

The woman frowned. Thats odd. She had a large nose, a faint mustache as fine as dust.

Birdie smiled. People make mistakes.

I suppose so, yes. The county woman stirred delicately at her tea. Mrs. Kimble, I have to be honest with you. Weve gotten calls from some of your neighbors. Folks are concerned about your children.

Birdie put down her cup. A splash of tea landed in her lap.

 
Thats ridiculous, she said. The children are fine.

The woman smiled. Im sure they are. They almost always are. But two different people have called, so of course we have to check.

Of course. Birdie wondered who would dare. Miss Semple, the nosy old maid across the street. Or Beckwiths fat wifehe might have told her what had happened at the store.

The county woman leaned forward in her chair. Your husband works at one of the colleges, is that right?

Yes, said Birdie. Hes the assistant chaplain at Pennington.

May I speak to him?

He isnt at home.

He isnt? The woman raised her eyebrows. I figured he would be. The summer and all.

Birdie went to the sink. She wet a tea towel and rubbed the spot on her dress. She breathed deeply at the open window. The womans perfume was making her queasy, sweet and fruity like summer garbage.

He isnt at home, said Birdie. Hes in Missouri visiting his parents. His father is very ill. She flapped the hem of her dress to dry it. He wont be back for another week.

Thats too bad, said the woman. Too bad you couldnt have gone with him.

Birdie listened to the dripping faucet, the clock ticking loudly on the wall. The county woman pushed her cup and saucer away. If you dont mind, she said, Id like to see the children.

Birdie imagined twisting the womans bulbous nose until it came off in her hand. Charlie is outside playing.

The woman looked at the clock. Its lunchtime.

 
We already ate. Josephine is taking her nap.

Ill be very quiet. The woman stood and smoothed her jacket where it creased across her lap. Her belly was large and low. A mothers apron, Birdie thought, a phrase she remembered from long ago. She rose from her chair. Her bruised knee pulsed like a second heart. She led the way through the living room, stepping carefully around the train set, the wooden blocks. Jody was asleep in her crib. Her long eyelashes lay like butterflies on her cheeks; her small hand jammed in her mouth.

Theres my angel, Birdie murmured.

How old is she?

Three and change. Four in November.

The womans eyes darted around the room, resting on the diaper pail beside the crib. She always wear a diaper? Or just when she sleeps?

Birdie flushed. Shed started toilet training long ago, before her husband left. Now it seemed easier just to keep the baby in diapers.

Oh no, she said. Just when she sleeps.

She led the woman to the front door. Her face felt hot. There would be no more tea, no more discussion of lunches and diapers. The county woman trailed behind her. Birdie imagined her gawking at the photos on the wall. Well, let her, she thought. Let her look.

Im sorry you missed Charlie, said Birdie.

I can wait.

He usually plays in the woods all day. You know boys. She opened the front door.

All right then. The woman hesitated in the doorway. You might want to call the phone company. Get that business straightened out.

 
I will, said Birdie.

Firmly she closed the door.



CHARLIE TOOK the long way home, avoiding the Hogans yard. He crossed the street and followed the sidewalk up the hill to his house. The lady was standing on his front step when he came up the street. She shaded her eyes and smiled down at him.

Are you Charlie? she asked.

He said nothing. His feet felt raw. A blister had opened on his big toe.

Its all right. I was just visiting with your mother. She sat down on the step and smoothed her white pants over her knees. Are you coming home for lunch?

His stomach hurt at the word. Yesm.

What do you usually have for lunch?

He couldnt think. All day long he dreamed of food, but now he couldnt think of a single thing. He looked at the ladys shoes.

Pancakes, he said at last. My daddy is making us pancakes.

The lady smiled. She wasnt pretty like his mother but he liked how she was: large and soft, like a comfortable chair.

You wait right here. She crossed the street to a big green car and came back with a paper sack. Here, she said.

Charlie looked inside. There was a meat sandwich, a slice of cake wrapped in plastic. He saw that the lady was giving him her lunch.

You be a good boy, she said. You mind your mother.

 







Drinking, Birdie remembered. Late summer at Hambley Bible College, her third-floor dormitory room stifling hot, rules for when you could eat or sleep or shower, the length of your skirt, what you could listen to on the radio. The dormitory a world of women: their voices, their laughter, damp stockings and underthings drying in the communal bathroom. After eight P.M., quiet hours: no speaking above a whisper, only studying. Exception on Wednesday, choir practice, the only time a Hambley girl was allowed to raise her voice.

Reverend Kimble directed the choir with watery strokes, eyes closed, a heaviness in his fingertips, as if theyd been dipped in something sweet and elastic. He was young, just past thirty; except for the elderly dean, he was the only man the girls had seen in months. After practice they crowded around him, giggling, asking questions. He had a remarkable voice, deep and resonant; he gave his full attention to each girl as she spoke, as if she were the only one in the room. He did not appear to play favorites, though there were rumors. A girl had been seen coming out of his office, a snooty blond from Charleston, tall and exquisite. For all her beauty she had a voice like a toad; she did not sing in the choir. Why, then, would she visit the reverend in his office? Publicly and privately, the girls could only imagine.

At practice they followed his hands with their eyes. The hands told them when to breathe, to release, to fall silent. Birdie had studied art history; watching him, she thought of the Piet: Mary weeping over her sons crucified body, his naked arms smooth as milk, his chest delicately ribbed like the underside of a flower. She imagined Reverend Kimbles shoulders bare beneath his shirt, his body the long white body of Christ.

One evening he approached her after practice. Vivian, he said. Are you having problems with the descant?

No one had ever called her anything but Birdie, a childhood nickname that had stuck because of her lovely voice. Vivian fit her badly, as stiff and chafing as a new pair of shoes. His eyes were a startling blue; they watched her closely, as though he could see through her skin. Blood rushed to her face.

No, she said. I can sing it.

I know you can. He laid his hand over hers. Thats why I gave it to you.

In the spring he touched her again. Rehearsal with the windows open, filling the chapel with the muddy smell of life. Birdies sinuses were swollen with allergies, her voice thick and nasal. She inhaled and felt a horrible squeeze in her chest. As a child shed nearly drowned in the pond behind her house. Shed never forgotten the sensation, her lungs clutching for air and pulling in water instead. She grabbed a music stand for support and sent the pages flying, a sheaf of paper drifting to the floor.

The reverend sat her on the piano bench. Even in her terror she was aware of his arm across her shoulders. He dismissed the class with a wave of his hand and spoke to her in a soft voice. Asthma, he said. My brother had it as a child. He rubbed her shoulder through her blouse.

You have a brother? she said. She didnt care if he had ten of them. She would have said anything to make it last, the unexpected gift of his hand on her shoulder.

Used to, he said. He died as a child.

Im sorry, said Birdie. And quickly, before she could be afraid, she laid her hand on his thigh. My mother died last year. Tears slipped down her cheeks. She wanted to lift her skirt and show him her knees, decorated with childhood scars; to tell him about the woman her father had just married, now using her mothers things. She wanted to take off her clothes and show him everything.

He kissed her on the mouth.

They were married on a Saturday morning in June, the day before her nineteenth birthday. She was three months pregnant, not yet showing. They drove to a country church in North Carolina, where the pastor preached in shirtsleeves and owned a strawberry farm across the way. After the ceremony he sold Ken an old pickup truck for two hundred dollars. A week later they drove it to Pullman, Missouri, to live with Kens parents. Hed been fired from Hambley; they had nowhere else to go.

 







Charlie hated baths, but for a long time his mother had let him alone. Then one morning he heard the water running, landing loudly in the tub.

Charlie Kimble, his mother called. You get in here this instant. His sister splashed in the water, dressed in soap suds. Go on now, said his mother. We havent got all day.

Charlie shucked his shirt and pants and stepped into the tub. He knew there was no fighting it. Yet it was strange: he had never in his memory taken a bath in the morning. It didnt make sense. The whole point, he thought, was to go to bed clean.

His mother kneeled down beside the tub and rubbed the soap with a washcloth. Her hair was rolled in plastic curlers; pins crisscrossed at her hairline.

Lord, she said. Youre filthy. You look like a little Indian. She took his arm and rubbed it with the cloth. This is just a lick and a promise. We have to get you to the Semples.

No, he thought. It was a clear, sunny morning; hed started adding rocks to the dam in the creek. He knew a hundred better things to do than sitting on the sunporch with Miss Semple and her ancient mother.

I dont want to, he said.

Im afraid you dont have any say in the matter. Rinse.

Charlie obeyed, sliding under the water up to his chin. Why cant we have Dinah? he asked. Any time his mother and father had gone out at night, Dinah Whitacre had come to sit for them. She was fourteen and danced to songs on the radio. She cooked frozen pizzas and let Charlie stay up as late as he wanted.

Dinahs busy. His mother lifted Jody out of the water and wrapped her in a towel. You sit in there and soak awhile. Itll save me some scrubbing.



TOGETHER THEY CROSSED the street. Charlie wore long pants that made his legs itch. His mother held Jody on one hip; a diaper bag hung from the opposite shoulder. She wore lipstick and a hat, a sign they were going somewhere unpleasant. Her heels clicked across the pavement and up the stairs to the Semples front porch.

You behave yourself, she whispered to Charlie, knocking at the screen door. Be a little gentleman.

The door opened. A dusty smell floated onto the porch. Good morning, all, said Miss Semple, holding the screen door open with a long arm. She was tall and thin, the sort of woman whod been old for a long time. She wore a plain gray dress that nearly touched her ankles, black shoes as big as a mans. Eyeglasses dangled on a chain around her neck.

I should be back by three oclock, said his mother. Four at the latest. She took the diaper bag from her shoulder and handed it to Miss Semple.

Take your time, said Miss Semple. Were always happy to have Charlie and Jody.

Charlie tried to catch his mothers eye. He hoped she would not take her time. But you never knew with her.

We just finished eating, said Miss Semple. Can I get them some lunch?

Lunch, Charlie thought.

Goodness, no, said his mother. I dont want you going to any trouble.

Miss Semple smiled. Deep cracks appeared around her eyes, as if her skin wasnt used to such treatment. Later on well have some tea.

Charlies mother bent and kissed him. On his cheek he felt the waxy imprint of her mouth. Ill be back soon, she said.

Miss Semple took Jody by the hand. Come say hello to Mother. Shes looking forward to seeing you.

They went into the house. Charlie glanced back at his mother standing at the corner, fumbling in her purse. A car whizzed past. Look both ways, he thought as she scurried across the street.

He followed Miss Semple past the dark parlor, toward the light of the kitchen. In all the times hed been to the house, theyd never sat in the parlor, though once hed sneaked inside the small, cluttered room and examined the photos hanging on the wall, women in bonnets, old men with long Semple faces. The windows were hidden by deep blue curtains. Everything elsethe sofa, the fringed lampshadeswas covered in plastic.

The kitchen smelled of toasted bread. Charlie glanced toward the stove: an empty pot, nothing more.

 
Mothers out enjoying the sun, said Miss Semple.

They went out the back door to the screened porch. Sun streamed through the striped awnings, a hot green light. Mrs. Semple lay on the wicker sofa, her head propped with pillows, her bottom half covered with a crocheted afghan. She was old and enormously fat; through the afghan Charlie could see the outline of her thighs, round as hams. In front of her a tray table held a half-empty bowl of soup. Beside her a radio played organ music.

Mother, said Miss Semple, touching her hand. Look whos here. Its Charlie and Jody.

The old lady blinked. She was nearly blind. Miss Semple nodded at Charlie, his signal to speak. She had taught Sunday school.

Hello, Mrs. Semple, said Charlie.

The old lady reached out to touch his face. She smiled, showing shiny pink gums.

Shes glad to see you. Miss Semple sat on the old glider, covered with flowered cushions. Come sit next to me, she said to Charlie.

Jody dozed in Miss Semples lap. The organ music ended and another program began, a man who believed the world had turned its back on Jesus.

This is the Reverend Poundstone, said Miss Semple. Hes Mothers favorite.

Charlie watched the old woman and wondered how you could tell: Mrs. Semple appeared to be asleep. Finally Miss Semple got up from the glider. Im going to make us some tea, she said, lifting Jody in her arms. Charlie, you keep Mother company.

Time passed. The Reverend Poundstone grew angry: grace would not wait forever. Between the two panels of the awning Charlie could see a narrow strip of sky.

 
Miss Semple reappeared carrying a tray. Would you like some tea? she asked. She set the tray on the table and settled back on the glider. The tray held a china teapot, three cups, and a plate of cookies.

Charlie considered. If he refused the tea, he might not get a chance at the cookies.

Okay, he said.

Miss Semple poured the tea and added milk and sugar.

Thank you, said Charlie. The tea burned his tongue and tasted like soap. Inside the scratchy pants his legs were slick with sweat.

Miss Semple offered him the plate. Would you like a cookie?

Yesm. He took one and put the whole thing in his mouth. It was small and hard, covered with powdered sugar. Once the sugar melted away it tasted intensely of lemon.

Miss Semple lifted Jody onto her lap. She grimaced. Oh dear, she said. She looked down at her dress, now smudged with wet. Somebody needs a change. She set Jody on her feet and took her by the hand, into the kitchen. Well be right back.

Charlie glanced at the old woman. Her eyes were closed, her lips wet with saliva.

Wait no longer, urged the Reverend Poundstone. The moment of salvation is at hand.

Charlie reached for the plate. He set it on his knees and ate the cookies two at a time. He ate until his teeth hurt and his lap was dappled with sugar.



TO BIRDIE, Harry Doyle looked large and wealthy. His hands were soft and clean. His fat pink face was impeccably shaved, the smooth skin of his neck pinched by a white shirt collar. He reminded her of her father.

 
How do you do, said Birdie.

She let him shake her hand. She was more nervous than she would have imagined. The mere fact of dressing herself, riding the bus downtown. She hadnt worn stockings in months. In her wallet she carried three dollars.

Have you done secretarial work before? he asked. He was director of classified advertising at the paper.

Yes. She looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. My husband had a parish in Missouri for two years. I was the church secretary. It was largely true. Shed typed up the church bulletin each week, kept track of who sold raffle tickets in the spring.

Minister, said Doyle. He have a church now?

Hes an assistant chaplain at the college. She allowed herself a smile. Shed had a little wine before she came, to help her relax. It was her first glass in two days.

Doyle looked down at a piece of paper on his desk. You ever studied typing in school?

High school, said Birdie. That was an actual lie. Shed disdained the commercial classes, chosen art and music over bookkeeping, French over shorthand. Shed learned typing on her own, on an old manual her father kept in the basement.

This heres your typing test, said Doyle. You type eighteen words a minute.

Birdie smiled again.

Im afraid I cant hire you, said Doyle. Fifty words a minute would be the minimum.

Birdie leaned forward in her chair. The vinyl seat made a rude sound beneath her. Im out of practice, she said. I could go home and practice and come back in a month or two.

Thats fine, said Doyle. You do that, Miz Kimble.
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AT THE CORNER she caught the bus, deserted at that hour, just her and an old colored woman who blew her nose in a checked handkerchief. Oh well, Birdie thought. Better not to dwell on it. Better to enjoy the remarkable feeling of riding alone on a city bus in the middle of the afternoon. She couldnt remember the last time she was truly alone, no baby tugging at her, no little boy asking where the bathroom was. A week had passed since the county womans visit, yet Birdie still looked over her shoulder each time she left the house, wondering if the neighbors were watching. Shed taken a chance leaving the children with the Sempleswho knew what Charlie might say to them?but it was already done. She might as well take her time.

The bus stopped at an intersection; Birdie stepped down and crossed to the five-and-dime. Window signs advertised the specials: charcoal briquettes, roasted cashews, Breck shampoo. Through the glass she saw the long counter of the luncheonette. For the first time in weeks, she felt hungry. She went inside and sat at the counter, ordered coffee and pie.

You want ice cream with that? said the waitress, a thin, stooped woman with dyed hair and deep lines around her mouth. Ice cream cost a quarter more. Birdie reached into her purse and felt the three bills in her wallet.

Yes, please, she said.

At the other end of the counter, two men in shirtsleeves were finishing their lunch.

Whatcha doing for the Fourth? asked the older one, a fat, bald man in a striped tie.

 
Going to the shore, said the other. He was young and nice-looking. I got a trunk full of firecrackers for the boys.

The men pushed away their plates. In a moment they would go back to one of the buildings on Canal Street, to do whatever men did in offices. Birdie had only the faintest notion of what her father called bidness. Her grandfather had owned a vineyard that produced a sweet, cloudy white wine he called Tidewater Tea. Her father ran the vineyard as a hobby but made his living as a lawyer for the local school district, walking a mile each day to his office in town. Birdies mother had never had a job, nor had any white woman shed ever known.

Birdie looked out the window. Across the street a girl went into the hardware store. She wore shorts that barely covered her bottom, a mans shirt knotted at her waist.

Will you look at that? said the young man, the one with the firecrackers.

The waitress shrugged. I think a woman ought to dress like a woman, myself.

Those dont look like any mans legs to me, said the young man.

They sure dont, said the old man. But still.

Mens talk, Birdie thought: not intended for her ears. Still, it made her wonder. What would they say about her when she got up to leave? She looked down at her baggy skirt and shapeless blouse. Nothing, she realized; they would say nothing at all.

She hadnt bought the clothes herself. They had been chosen for her by Kens mother, who hadnt considered Birdies summer dresses fit for church or anywhere else. Theyd spent a Saturday at Fermans department store in Pullman, which sold tractor parts and animal feed as well as clothing. Kens mother, enormously fat, wore dresses as big as tablecloths; she seemed to feel Birdie should wear the same size. She picked out skirts that hung nearly to Birdies ankles, a billowing shirtwaist dress striped green like a porch awning.

Once, their first summer in Missouri, Ken had come home to find Birdie weeding the garden in a pair of Bermuda shorts. What do you think youre doing? hed hissed. It was a small town; there were things the ministers wife simply couldnt do. She was not to wear shorts or leave the curtains open during the day or play the radio while she did housework. She could be friendly with the parish women, but not too friendly: she couldnt invite a particular one over for coffee, for example, or the others would feel snubbed. Above all she couldnt drink alcohol, not even the homemade wine her father sent at Christmas.

They lived in the parsonage with Kens parents; his father had been Pullmans pastor until his stroke. He took over his fathers duties; Birdie taught Sunday school and made covered dishes and sang in the choir. Twice a week she listened to Ken preach. My husband, she thought, wishing her old schoolmates were there to see her, the girls Reverend Kimble had not chosen. At school she had enjoyed their jealousy; she felt as though shed been singled out for a prize. Now no one envied her. She spent her days caring for Kens paralyzed father, bathing and feeding and reading to him. She and her husband slept in his boyhood room, the wallpaper printed with pictures of cowboys. They ate at the family table like two grown siblings.

The waitress sat at the counter and lit a cigarette. Lord, she said to no one in particular. Its good to sit.

 
Birdie smiled. Shed never learned how to strike up conversations with strangers. Her father did it naturally, casually; he made friends with every waitress, cashier, and salesman in the county. Her mother had been more reserved. Without anyone telling her so, Birdie understood that certain things, while fine for men, were unbecoming to women.

Lord, the waitress said again. She was a different type of woman, the kind who talked to strangers all day long. It occurred to Birdie that the world was full of these women: girls who stood behind candy counters, shoveling cashews into tiny bags with an aluminum scoop; salesladies in lingerie departments, who wrapped up your new underclothes in layers of tissue. She had never paid much attention to such women; but suddenly, inexplicably, she envied them.

She glanced at the luncheonette window, at the HELP WANTED sign affixed with yellowed tape, the letters barely discernible, faded by the sun. She tried to imagine herself smiling at customers, taking down their orders with a pad and pencil. It seemed almost possible.

The men got to their feet. The older one took out his wallet and left a bill on the counter. Take it easy, Fay, he called over his shoulder.

The waitress stubbed out her cigarette. See you Monday, she called back. She stacked their dirty dishes on a tray, then reached for the bill the man had left and tucked it into her apron. No, Birdie thought. She could learn to take orders and serve food, but she hadnt been raised to take strange mens money. Her mother, if she werent dead already, would have died from shame.

Birdie finished her pie and left a dollar on the counter. Outside the sky was bottle-blue, clear as glass; the sidewalks were busy with shoppers. She caught the bus, crowded now, at the corner. She found a seat next to a stout woman in a flowered hat.

Birdie settled into her seat. The bus was stifling; next to her the woman radiated heat. Across the aisle sat a young couple: the girl buxom and olive-skinned, like an Italian; the fellow blond and husky, a college boy. He leaned over and whispered something in the girls ear, making her laugh. His hand rested on her suntanned thigh.

Birdie looked away, at the pedestrians waiting for the light to change, the mannequins gesturing in shop windows. She could almost feel the boys hand warming her thigh, his mouth at her ear, his warm breath activating the nerves beneath her skin. Her husband had never touched her in public. He came to her silently at night, careful not to wake his parents on the other side of the wall. She remembered his cold hands under her nightgown, his breath hurried and shallow. Eyes shut tight, he seemed to disappear inside himself like a turtle retracting its limbs. The first few times, at Hambley, hed withdrawn from her, making a mess on the floor; once they were married he simply left the mess inside her. Afterward he collapsed on the bed, exhausted, his skin perfectly cool and dry. She was mystified by his persistent interest in the act, which amounted to five minutes of intense concentration and a brief spasm that didnt appear pleasurable. She decided it was hopelessly beyond her, like geometry or algebra, yet another part of life she had failed to grasp.

Birdie glanced back at the couple. They were kissing now, the boys hand tangled in the girls dark hair. Birdie had never seen, up close, what kissing looked like. She watched, fascinated by the boys clutching hands, the soft chewing movements of his jaw.

 
Next to Birdie the stout woman was looking too. Heavens to Betsy, she murmured.

The bus trundled to a stop; a few passengers filed past. The boy and girl hurried to the front of the bus, flushed and giggling, the girl tugging at her short skirt.

Good riddance, said the woman in the hat. She shifted indignantly in her seat. There used to be such a thing as privacy, at least in our day.

Birdie looked closely at the woman. Her face was heavily powdered; she looked fifty, maybe older. She thinks were the same age, Birdie thought. Birdie was twenty-six years old.

The bus stopped at the bottom of the street; the doors opened, admitting a blast of fresh air. Birdie got to her feet and stepped down to the curb, crossed the street, and climbed the hill. The sun heated the dark crown of her hat. She thought of the bottle of wine chilling in the refrigerator, so cold it would make her teeth hurt.

She glanced at her watch. Shed told Miss Semple shed pick the children up at four. She had another ten minutes.



DRINKING, SHE THOUGHT of Evelyn Luck.

She hadnt thought of Evelyn in years. It was a special gift of hers: the ability to rewrite past disasters, to unhappen them in her mind. The worst debacles, her memory simply refused to record, so that there were periods of her life she barely recalled at all: her mothers illness, the long months after her death. Birdies memories of Missouri stopped after the first year, when the gossip about Ken and Evelyn Luck started.

Birdie had never met Evelyn, but shed seen her around: a small, narrow-shouldered woman with smooth dark hair and a sad, beautiful face. Evelyn and her husband were schoolteachers in the town; the year after Charlie was born they came to Ken for marriage counseling. It was a part of the pastors job that Birdie couldnt fathom: strangers telling him their most intimate problems, asking his advice. She often wondered what Ken said to them, how their own short union could have given him any insight into other peoples marriages. Most of the time she didnt feel married at all. They were apart all day; at night they slept in twin beds, Birdie in the bed that had belonged to Kens dead brother.

Ken saw the Lucks twice a week at his office behind the church, a tidy room full of his fathers old books. After a time he started seeing them separately. Once the Lucks had divorced, Evelyn continued to come for counseling, spending hours at a time in the pastors office.

At first Birdie ignored the whispers at choir practice, the conversations that stopped when she came into the room. Then, little by little, she retreated. She quit the choir, the Sunday school, the church suppers and rummage sales. Pregnant again, she had a perfect excuse. She was in her fifth month when Ken was called before the parish council and asked to resign.

He never told her what was said at the meeting, and she never asked. He made vague references to wagging tongues, vicious gossip. She nodded sympathetically. That spring he wrote to an old seminary friend whod become the dean of Pennington College. His parents would get along fine, he explained. By summer they were on the road to Richmond.

Life was different at the college, at least for Ken. He taught two classes a week, theology and Scripture; the rest of the time he spent in his campus office, counseling feuding roommates, arranging tutors for those failing math. He no longer comforted the sick and dying; instead he served on the Student Life Committee, planning prayer breakfasts and homecoming dances. He grew his hair, bought colored shirts to replace his old white ones. He became friendly with Walter Whitacre, the college president; they sang together in the faculty choir, and Whitacres daughter Dinah sometimes baby-sat for Jody and Charlie.

Birdie spent the days alone. To her surprise she missed Kens father, the helpless old reverend whod watched her adoringly while she fed him. She found city life unsettling; walking alone downtown, the sheer volume of strangers intimidated her, the endless parade of faces shed never seen before and would never see again. She rarely left the house; she had no one to talk to except the students who phoned each day to ask Kens advice. Birdie began to recognize certain voices: the stammer, the Texas drawl. A particular girl called often, first several times a week, then every day. This is Moira Snell, she announced each time, as if Birdie should recognize her name. Her husky voice became as familiar as that of the weather girl, a plump little blonde who stood in front of a Virginia map on television.

Then one morning the husky-voiced girl came to the house. She looked nothing like the weather girl: she was tall and thin, her eyes rimmed with dark liner, her hair the color of molasses, hanging straight and shiny down her back. She wore blue jeans and a blouse that left her shoulders bare. She wasnt wearing a bra.

My husband has already left for work, Birdie told her; but the girl hadnt come to see Ken. She looked Birdie right in the eye. Her confidence was unnerving.

Shed come to tell Birdie that she and Ken were lovers.

[image: space]

 
COOKING SMELLS floated through the open window; next door Mrs. Gleason was preparing dinner. Birdie glanced at the clock. The children, she thought. I have to get the children. She stepped clumsily into her shoes.

The sun hung low in the sky, the feverish end of a hot afternoon. Birdie emerged squinting from the house, her legs soft and unreliable. In front of the house, the trash had piled up. Six, seven bags were heaped at the curb, ripening in the heat. Birdie looked up and down the street. At each neighbors house sat a single neat bag.

She crossed the street to the Semples and knocked at the door. Miss Semple answered, holding Jody by the hand.

We were expecting you an hour ago, said Miss Semple.

Birdie smiled. Her teeth felt thick, her breath fruity. Shed forgotten to rinse with Listerine.

Im a little late, she confessed. Did they behave themselves?

We-ull, said Miss Semple, her voice trailing off. She stepped back and let Birdie inside.

Whats the matter?

Charlie is under the weather, said Miss Semple. Behind her Birdie could see through to the sunporch, where a scrub brush sat in a pool of water. We put him in the parlor.

Goodness. Birdie followed Miss Semple down the dim hallway.

It was very sudden. I dont know what came over him.

The parlor was dark and crowded with furniture: an ornate love seat, a highboy, an old Victrola draped with doilies. In one corner sat a cabinet full of china thimbles. Charlie lay on the brocade sofa holding a metal bucket.

 
Sweetheart, said Birdie. What happened? She sat next to him and lay her hand on his forehead. Youre white as a sheet.

Charlie looked up at her with watery eyes. Sick, he said. His breath was hot and sour. Birdie flushed. She turned to Miss Semple.

I hope he didnt.

Im afraid so, said Miss Semple. The hem of her dress was wet, her face as white as Charlies. Nothing in her ordered life had prepared her for the mess of a little boys vomit.

Im so sorry. I had no idea he was ill.

Miss Semples mouth tightened. I need to check on Mother. Shes a little upset.

She went out to the sunporch, her mans shoes silent on the carpet.



THEY CROSSED the street, Charlie holding Birdies hand, Jody grasping the hem of her skirt. Once inside, Birdie sat Jody on the sofa.

Come on, she told Charlie. Lets get you out of those clothes and into bed.

But Im not sick anymore, he protested.

She looked closely at him. His color was back, his eyes bright; he seemed perfectly fine. Yet a boy didnt throw up for no reason.

Charlie Kimble, what has come over you? Was it something you ate? She bent down and untied his shoes. You get right to bed. Later on well give you another bath.

She tucked Charlie in and went into the kitchen. The heat was oppressive; the empty wine bottle stood alone on the table. An engine rumbled in the distance, growing closer: the garbage truck. Finally, Birdie thought. She peered out the window just in time to see it cruise past her house and stop in front of the Gleasons. For heavens sake, she said aloud. She ran out to the front porch and hurried down the street. A colored man reached for the Gleasons trash and tossed it into the back of the truck.

Excuse me, she called. I think you forgot my house.

The man turned to her, shading his eyes from the sun.

I live at 507. She pointed to the house. No one has picked up my garbage in weeks.

He squinted at her. You paid the bill?

Birdie thought of the basket on top of the refrigerator. Of course.

The truck began to move. The man shrugged apologetically and broke into a slow trot behind it. Birdie followed him, her heels sharp on the pavement.

I can pay you now, she called, though she couldnt. If I pay you now, can you go back for it?

Sorry, maam. Youll have to wait until next week. He hopped onto the back of the truck. His uniform was the same dark green as the trash bags. The truck accelerated and turned at the bottom of the street.

Birdie glanced back at the house, the mammoth pile of trash advertising to the neighbors that she hadnt paid her bill. A curtain moved in the Semples window. Birdie walked quickly back to the house, sure that Miss Semple had seen her running behind the garbage truck. Now what? she thought. Now what will I do?

 







Charlie made a slow tour of the neighborhood, cutting through backyards, looking for signs of dogs. The Gleasons had two terriers, the Raskins a toy poodle that stood in the window and yapped whenever Charlie crossed their yard, its jaws snapping soundlessly behind the glass. These dogs were no good to him; they were fed indoors. Other dogsthe Fleurys German shepherd, the hounds Mr. Pitt kept for huntinglived outside, chained to doghouses; but they were big and mean.

He scouted every backyard on his own street, and on the street below. He avoided the Hogans yard, afraid Mrs. Hogan would see him through the kitchen window. Finally he approached the Fleurys house.

The yard was strangely silent, the German shepherd nowhere to be seen. Charlie crossed the bare patch of dirt to the doghouse, near it a shiny metal bowl. His heart raced. The bowl was full of kibble.

Charlie was bending to fill his pockets when he heard a low growl, a deep bark. The German shepherd was inside the doghouse, its large head and shoulders filling the small doorway.

He ran.



THERE WAS NOTHING in the refrigerator except a jar of olives; in the freezer, a chicken wrapped in plastic, hard and heavy as a bowling ball. Charlie was near tears. He hadnt fed the puppies in two days.

His mother came into the kitchen. What on earth is that smell?

Charlie looked down at his shoes. He had stepped in something as he ran from the Fleurys dog.

His mother looked too. Go outside and take off those shoes.

Charlie went out the back door and sat on the steps. He was sitting there when Mrs. Gleason came out of her house holding a pie tin.

Hi, Charlie, she called across the fence. Have you seen the cat? A striped tomcat had been hanging around the neighborhood; every once in a while someone would give it milk.

Nom, said Charlie.

Mrs. Gleason set the pie tin on her patio and went back inside.

Charlie waited. When he could wait no longer, he shimmied through the slats in the fence, into the Gleasons backyard. Carefully he picked up the pie tin. It was full of milk. He crossed into the Raskins backyard and headed for the woods.

 







The job was eleven to seven, Tuesday to Saturday. You bused your own tables and got minimum wage, plus tips. Not that tips were very frequent or very good, the waitress warned Birdie. Students were the worst: they complained that the soup was too salty or the malted didnt have enough chocolate syrup, then paid with exact change.

The waitress, Fay Burkitt, had worked at the luncheonette for six years. She seemed amused when Birdie came in and asked about the job. The Help Wanted sign had been hanging in the window for months; shed forgotten it was there. Sure, said Fay Burkitt. Why not? She took Birdie to the rear of the store to see the manager, Mr. Loomis.

He was a portly, round-faced man. A few lank strands of black hair lay across his glistening scalp. His lips moved as he scanned her application. You forgot to put your phone number, he observed.

Birdie smiled. Shed left it off on purpose; she couldnt risk having her new employer find the phone disconnected.

I feel so silly, she said. I just recently moved and I cant remember the number. Not off the top of my head.

 
Loomis smiled back. There was a large gap between his front teeth. We got to have your phone number.

Let me see. I think this is right. She recited the number slowly, reversing the last two digits.

Loomis wrote the number down. See, he said. Nothing to it. All you needed was a little encouragement.

Birdie smiled again.

Tell Fay to get you your uniform. He filed the application in a cabinet beside his desk. Well see you on Tuesday, Vivian.

Birdie flinched. She hadnt expected him to use her first name.

See you then, she said.

Fay took Birdie into the back room and handed her a brown uniform on a hanger. A name, Rose, was embroidered over the chest pocket. Rose was the last waitress, Fay explained; she and Birdie were about the same size. She had a nice figure, like you, said Fay. Not so big in the bust, but youre lucky.

Birdie flushed. Through the plastic bag she could see stains on the collar and the bodice.

Try white vinegar, Fay advised. Thats what I do. Some of them wont come out no matter what, but you wont know until you try.

Birdie took the uniform and crossed the street to the bank. In her pocketbook was the forty dollars Mr. Loomis had advanced against her salary.



THE ALARM rang every morning at nine. Each time Birdie awoke in a panic. She got up and toasted three slices of bread, one for each of them; it was the only thing she could choke down so early in the morning. She dressed the children and took them across the street to the Semples. Then she took the bus to work.

The first morning she arrived five minutes early, carrying her uniform on a hanger. That morning in her bedroom shed looked at herself in the uniform and burst into tears. A waitress: the whole world would know she was a waitress. She found herself unable to walk out the door until shed changed back into her own clothes.

The store was already open; at the register a young mother bought disposable diapers. Birdie slipped into the ladies room and unbuttoned her blouse. The uniform was tight across her chest; it stopped two inches above her knees. She checked her reflection in the mirror, the name embroidered over the chest pocket. Rose, she thought. Im not me. Im Rose. She buttoned her own skirt and blouse over the hanger, then walked to the front of the store, to the luncheonette.

Fay Burkitt was already there, smoking a cigarette at the counter.

Right on time, she observed. She eyed the hanger in Birdies hand. Oh, honey. Why dont you just wear it to work?

Birdie flushed. I dont know. I wasnt thinking.

Fay shrugged. Suit yourself.

She showed Birdie the coffeemaker, the box of paper place mats, how to clip the sheets from her order pad to the metal carousel and spin them around to the Negro cook. She pointed out the location of the ice bin, the bus pans, the rags and ammonia for wiping down tables. Birdie wasnt to run the register, not just yet; someday, when they werent busy, Fay would show her how.

An old man came in and sat at a table in the rear. Go ahead, said Fay. Theres your first customer.

 
Birdie approached the table, order pad in hand, pencil shaking in her sweaty fingers.

What can I get you? she asked.

Hello to you too, said the man.

Im sorry, said Birdie. Good morning.

Morning? Its almost afternoon. He glanced at the menu. Hamburg and a Coca-Cola.

She wrote it down carefully on her pad and smiled. Thank you, she said. It was just as shed thought; there was nothing to it. She turned away.

Miss, the man called after her. Dont I get a glass of water?

Of course, said Birdie. Ill be right back.

She hurried to the counter. In the minute her back was turned, three customers had come in. A woman in red sat near the window drinking coffee; at the counter, two men in plaid shirts chatted with Fay. Birdie reached into the ice bin and dropped a fistful of ice into an amber glass, then filled it with water from the pitcher. Nothing to it. She took the glass to the mans table and set it in front of him.

He crossed his arms over his chest. Im not drinking that.

Birdie blinked.

Not after you had your hands all over it, he said. You put your hand right in that bucket of ice. That aint right.

No I didnt, said Birdie.

I saw you. Dont lie about it.

I didnt, she repeated. She was near tears.

He stood up. He was a filthy old man; his cardigan sweater reeked of cigars. That does it, he said. His yellowed dentures gave off a fungal smell. Bad enough what you did, but then to go and lie about it.

 
Im sorry, she whispered.

Count your blessings I dont call the board of health, he said, shuffling toward the door. Young lady, count your blessings.

Birdie glanced at the counter. The men had stopped talking. The lady looked down at her coffee cup, then pushed it away. Fay looked at Birdie and nodded toward the back room.

Im sorry, Birdie said as the door closed behind them. I wasnt thinking.

You got to use the ice scoop, Fay said. Didnt I show you the scoop?

Birdie nodded. Her chest felt tight. Breathe, she thought. She exhaled slowly, fighting the squeeze.

Look at you, said Fay. Youre turning purple. She touched Birdies arm. Its not that bad. Just dont do it again.

Okay, said Birdie. Fays hand felt small and bony on her arm, the delicate claw of a bird.

For two hours they worked nonstop. Birdie wrote orders on her pad and spun them around to the cook. She served tuna melts and egg sandwiches, rice pudding and slices of pie. Over and over she refilled coffee cups; the customers were crazy for coffee. Finally the tables emptied. She cleared the dirty dishes into the bus pan and wiped down the tables with ammonia.

Lord, said Fay, sitting down at the counter. I got to have a smoke. Come and have a seat.

Is it always this busy? said Birdie. Her back ached; there was a heaviness in her legs she hadnt felt since she was pregnant.

Its the lunch rush. Fay slid open a pink plastic case and pulled out a cigarette. You want one?

No, thank you.

Fay tapped the cigarette on the countertop and reached in her pocket for a matchbook. Good for you. My husband was always after me to quit.

Youre married? said Birdie.

Divorced. Fay struck a match. The day I got my papers was the happiest day of my life.

Birdie felt her pulse in her temples. How long have you been divorced?

Four years. Almost five.

They stared out the window, watching the cars brake at the stoplight. Birdie had never met a divorced woman before, never seen up close someone whod lived through it. What happened? she wanted to ask. Where did he go? Why did he leave?

A big blond man came through the door and sat at the other end of the counter.

Look what the cat dragged in, Fay called, laughing. She stubbed out her cigarette and got to her feet. Why dont you fill up those sugar bowls, she told Birdie. Its next to the coffee filters, under the counter.

Birdie stood and smoothed the uniform over her behind. As she circulated through the tables, she noticed the blond man watching her, his pale blue eyes following her around the room. She was aware of her legs in the nylon stockings, the brown uniform tight across her chest. Her hands shook a little as she placed the sugar bowls on the counter and reached underneath for the sack of sugar, conscious all the time of the ring on her left hand, which her husband had placed there eight years before.

The counter was Fays station; she joked with the man as she brought him a plate of french fries. Looks like you had a rough night, she said, setting down the plate.

 
You could say that. The man stuffed a french fry in his mouth and wiped his hand on his thigh.

Birdie went into the kitchen for the bus pan and cleared the coffee cups from her tables. She strained to hear their voices over the clattering dishes. The man spoke in a low rumble; Fay laughed sharply, like a crows call.

Birdie carried the bus pan to the kitchen. The man was no longer watching her; he stared blankly out the window. She studied his faded denim shirt, his square, handsome face. His eyes tracked a yellow convertible turning the corner. She saw that his gaze was unconscious, instinctive. He reminded her of a hunting dog.

Who was that? she asked Fay later when they sat down for their coffee break.

Buck Perry, said Fay. He comes in for lunch sometimes. She inhaled deeply; smoke shot out her nostrils. In between drags she nibbled at french fries wrapped in a paper napkin, left over from the customers. Birdie wondered if theyd come from Buck Perrys plate.

Hes a charmer, said Fay. All the girls love Buck.

Is he married? Birdie wanted to ask. The words sat inside her mouth. She gulped and swallowed.

 







Charlie stepped carefully from rock to rock, holding the pie tin with both hands. He was getting better. Last time hed spilled most of the milk. This time he spilled less than half.

He approached the old house and set down the milk. Here, boys, he called to the puppies. Then he heard the noise. Near the house a truck was idling. A fat man leaned against it, smoking a cigarette. Charlie watched him cup his hand to his mouth and hold the cigarette there. In the distance he heard mens voices, the sound of splintering wood.

Charlie ran around to the front of the house. A different man carried an armload of boards to another, larger truck.

Hey, said the man. This aint no place for you.

Charlie squinted past him, at the porch.

This is a demolition, said the man. You could get hurt.

Charlie found his voice. Theres puppies under the porch. They live there.

The man shrugged. They going to have to find another place to live.

 







Birdie had no wine for three days, but she remembered it was there. On the fourth day she came home from the luncheonette and opened a bottle. Just a glass, she said as she poured, as if anyone was there to hear.

The next day she awoke with a headache, the alarm clock as piercing as a drill. In the kitchen the empty bottle sat on the counter. She found the last two slices of bread and dropped them in the toaster, one each for Charlie and Jody; her queasy stomach wouldnt mind going without. In the living room the children were already awake, watching a woman do exercises on television.

Mummy! Jody squealed.

Birdie winced. Quiet, button. Mama has a headache.

She carried Jody to the bedroom and dressed her in a playsuit, squeezed her feet into sandals. Birdie sniffed.

Lord, she said. Whats that smell?

She ran to the kitchen, Jody toddling behind her. Inside the toaster the bread was perfectly black. Damnation, she whispered.

The children had followed her into the kitchen and were sitting at the table, waiting.

 
Butter? said Jody.

No, button, said Birdie. No toast today. We cant eat it. She grasped the black toast with a tea towel and brought it to the table. See? Its burnt.

Burnt, Jody repeated.

Footsteps on the back porch, a brusque knock at the door.

Whodat? said Jody.

Hush, said Birdie. She wasnt afraid, exactly; the county woman wouldnt use the back door. She peered out through the curtains. A colored man in workmans greens stood with his back to the window. Relief warmed her; if she were in trouble, they wouldnt send a colored man. She opened the door.

Morning, maam. Im from the gas company. He glanced at a clipboard in his hand. I read your meter just nowyouve barely used any gas all summer. I thought maybe something was wrong with the stove.

I dont think so, said Birdie.

If you like, I can have a look. Itll only take a minute.

Birdie stepped back and let the man into the kitchen. He bent down and opened the drawer beneath the oven. Birdie tossed the charred bread in the trash. With a white man in her kitchen, shed never have done this. With a colored man she was not ashamed.

Jody climbed down from her chair and clung to Birdies leg, staring silently. Birdie didnt understand at first. She thought nothing of having a colored man in her kitchen. Shed been raised by Ella Mabry, her familys Negro housekeeper; Ellas son Curtis had been like a brother to her. But Jody had lived her whole life inside the small house; she had never seen a colored person. She stared at the man in wonderment. Then, finally, she spoke.

Burnt, she said.

 
Birdie flushed. The man glanced at the child and smiled. He pointed at his chest pocket, at the letters stitched in white thread.

Thats right, he said pleasantly. Thats my name. Bert. He smiled at Birdie. Shes a little one to be reading already. But Birdies face gave them away, the redheads flush radiating out from her hairline. Jody was a slow talker. So far she knew only a dozen words, which she repeated incessantly.

Burnt, she said again, distinctly. She reached out to touch the mans dark forearm.

The mans smile faded. He straightened and turned on the gas, took a lighter from his pocket and held it to a burner. A blue flame appeared.

The pilot light is on, he said. Everything looks fine.

Thank you, said Birdie, her cheeks burning.

She closed the door behind him.



BIRDIE LEFT the children at the Semples and took the bus to work, a bottle of aspirin in her purse. At the luncheonette she drank ice water; the smell of coffee nauseated her. She leaned gingerly against the counter, letting the fan blow cool air on her face. Fay watched her closely but said nothing.

At the end of the lunch rush, Buck Perry appeared. He sat in his usual spot at the end of the counter. Birdie ducked into the back room and checked her hair in the mirror. Fay poked her head in the door.

Im out of smokes, she said. Come keep an eye on things while I run across the street.

Coming, said Birdie. She slipped off her wedding ring and tucked it into her pocket.

 
Perry sat hunched over his plate. Can I get a refill? he asked.

She approached him with the pot. Hed finished his meatball sandwich, a messy construction of bread and tomato sauce. The plate was as clean as if hed licked it. He sat back on his stool and watched her fill his cup.

How you doing? he asked.

Fine, thank you, said Birdie. His shirtsleeves were rolled to his elbows; his blond forearms were thick and suntanned. A flush built in her chest and washed over her throat, her face, up to the roots of her hair. Perrys eyes followed the same path.

Whats your name? he asked. You aint Rose. I know that.

Her heart quickened. Birdie.

Youre new.

I started last week. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw two women come into the luncheonette and sit at one of the tables, their chairs scraping the linoleum. The sound seemed very far away.

Perry chuckled. I bet Fays happy. Since Rose left they been working her to death.

Did you know her? said Birdie. Rose.

He grinned. Why? What have you heard?

Nothing, said Birdie. I just wondered where she went, is all.

Perry shrugged. Got married, I guess. All the pretty ones do. His eyes went to her left hand. Youre not married?

No, she said, her heart pounding. She could not hold his gaze. Her eyes dropped to his hands, his thick fingers gripping the coffee cup. His fingernails were perfectly black. She turned away quickly.

Excuse me, she said. I have customers.

She left him sitting at the counter.

 







The car started with a great rumble. It smelled the same inside, old leather and peppermint and his fathers hair cream. The smell engulfed Charlie like a warm bath. Hed forgotten the distinctive odor, the hollow tinkling of the turn signal.

Can I turn on the radio? he asked.

Hold your horses, said his mother. Wait until we get on the highway. She had a spot of red on each of her cheeks, like a giant rag doll. She frightened him, the floppy bonelessness of her, as if at any moment she might slump over the wheel or flop over sideways, her head lolling out the open window. But the car, his fathers car, rolled smoothly down the hill. In the backseat Jody clapped her hands and squealed.

Whats that light? Charlie asked. He pointed at the dashboard.

His mother looked down. How should I know? Isnt it always on?

Nom, said Charlie. The light looked important, a glowing square of red.

Never mind about that, said his mother. First things first. Ahead of them a traffic light turned yellow; she stepped hard on the brake. Charlie lurched forward, then fell back into the leather seat. He knew you only had to stop on red, but he didnt say so. He could see that she was nervous.

We need bread and milk, he said instead.

Whatever you want, said his mother.

Charlie made a list in his head: cereal, hot dogs, bologna for sandwiches. He didnt trust her to remember.

The A&P was cool and bright inside. The glass doors opened as if by some magic force. Charlie ignored the gumball machines, the wire cage of bright rubber balls. He led the way down the first aisle, grabbed a bunch of bananas and placed them in the shopping cart. His mother didnt seem to notice. She stood at the front of the store looking all around, blinking.

Charlie kept on. The sacks of potatoes were too heavy for him. He looked back. His mother stood near the cash registers, flipping through a magazine.

Mama! he cried.

She looked up, startled.

Are you coming? Hed tried for weeks to get her inside a store; now that they were here, she seemed to have forgotten how to buy things. He felt the first tears behind his eyes.

Hold your horses, she said. But she put the magazine down and pushed the cart up the aisle.

Charlie raced down the next aisle. He wished he could carry more. He picked up a loaf of bread and a box of cookies. Then he saw the man.

He was at the back of the store, reaching into a refrigerator case of raw meat. His back was turned, but Charlie recognized the white shirt, the long hands, the wristwatch with the stretchy gold band. The man put down the meat and walked away quickly, his dark trousers moving with long steps.

Charlie followed him. The next aisle was crowded with mothers and children and babies in strollers. The man was already at the other end of it. He turned the corner and disappeared.

Charlie ran. He pushed through the shopping carts, the pocketbooks dangling from ladies arms. What if the man had already left? What if he was in the parking lot, ready to leave without him, not knowing his boy was in the very same store?

Charlie scrambled around the corner, crying now. At the end of the aisle was his father, carrying a carton of eggs.

Wait! Charlie called. He could remember his father breaking eggs into a bowl for pancakes. He ran.

The man turned around.

Daddy! Charlie cried.

The man looked down at him, startled. Whats the matter, son? Are you lost?

Daddy, he said again, but something was wrong. The man was too old, his face too fat. He had brown eyes instead of blue.

Son, said the man. His voice was grave. Have you lost your father?

 







In the morning Birdie drove downtown. She tried not to look at the dashboard, the engine light an alarming red. Cars passed her on both sides; horns blared as she stopped at a traffic light. When the light changed she made a left turn from the righthand lane; the driver behind her yelled something out his window.

She found the garage at a busy intersection, not far from the luncheonette. They wont charge you an arm and a leg, Fay had told her. Theyre the only honest mechanics in Richmond.

Birdie parked in front and went into the office, a dirty little room redolent of cigarette smoke. On the wall hung a calendar, dating to the past December: a woman lay on her side at the foot of a Christmas tree, propped on her elbow, her other arm crossed beneath her large breasts. She was naked except for a Santa hat. From a radio somewhere, a sad male voice sang Every Fool Has a Rainbow. Behind the counter a swinging door led to the garage.

Hello, Birdie called out.

She waited. A cigarette burned in the overflowing ashtray. The phone rang, then stopped. A man in coveralls appeared through the swinging door. His bald head was smooth and glossy, like the plastic body of a doll.

Keep your shirt on, he grumbled. He saw Birdie and reddened. Excuse me, maam.

Birdie cleared her throat. Im having trouble with my car. The engine light is on.

The man glanced out the window. That Pontiac there?

Yes. She was still shaky from the drive; her blouse stuck to her back like a bandage.

Have a seat, said the man, and Ill take a look.

The room was sweltering, the morning sun streaming through greasy panes of glass. Shed never been inside a garage before; her husband had handled the repairs. She had a sudden urge to walk down the street to the bus stop, leaving the car for the man to do with as he pleased.

She hated the car. Driving had been an ordeal from the start. Shed gotten her license four years before, after failing the test twice; Ken had insisted she keep trying, though she didnt see the point. He was an excellent driver; she was a happy passenger. Shed never imagined anything would change.

Birdie glanced out the window and saw Buck Perry coming up the sidewalk, keys dangling from his finger. He seemed to be looking right at her. She waved, but he couldnt see her behind the glare from the window. Hidden, she watched him come toward the garage. He was shorter than her husband, heavy through the arms and shoulders. His powerful thighs seemed ready to burst out of his blue jeans.

Perry disappeared around the side of the building. He must work here, she thought; the luncheonette was a few blocks away, an easy walk on his lunch hour. She thought of his thick arms in the denim shirt. Her husband had been slender and delicate; twice hed wrenched his back and spent a week in bed, expecting his meals on a tray. Buck Perry looked strong as a horse. He looked like he could carry her on his shoulders.

The door to the garage swung open and the bald man emerged, wiping his hands on his coveralls.

Looks like the transmission is about to go, he said.

Birdie blinked. She didnt know what a transmission was and didnt care; all that mattered was how much it would cost.

Is it expensive? she asked.

Youre looking at about three hundred dollars.

A lick of sweat trailed down her back. Three hundred dollars was what she earned in a month. Yet the car was the only thing of value she owned, the only thing her husband had left her.

Parts and labor, said the man. Give or take.

Birdie closed her eyes. A transmission, she said. Is it absolutely necessary? Can I run the car without one?

The man howled. Did you hear that? he called into the back. She asked can she run it without a transmission! He turned back to Birdie and grinned; his teeth were bad. Well, maam, lets just say I wouldnt advise it.

His rudeness stunned her. He stood with his hands on his hips, waiting. Well, what do you want to do? Do you want me to replace it or not?

I cant afford three hundred dollars. Her eyes went to the calendar above the desk. The womans nipples were the size of silver dollars, rouged to match her mouth. The door swung open and Buck Perry stood in the doorway.

Are you the transmission? he asked.

Birdie nodded yes.

I think I can help you, he said.

 







There was only dirt where the house had been, a silent patch of bare ground. All afternoon a truck had hauled away bricks and boards and sharp slices of window glass. Charlie hid in the woods, knowing that the men, if they saw him, would chase him away. Crouching, he watched them load the truck. When it was full it would drive away and the men would stand in the shade, smoking cigarettes and talking in low voices, until the truck returned.

Finally the truck came back for the last time; the men piled into the rear and drove away, raising dust. Charlie got to his feet and walked through the woods, in a wide circle with the demolished house at its center. Here, boys, he called softly. But the puppies didnt come.

He approached the crumbling foundation, half filled with splintered boards and chunks of plaster. He located the spot where the porch had been, the dark earth littered with nails and flaked paint and bits of glass. He reached into his pocket. That morning hed gone back to the Hogans; his pockets were full of kibble hed taken from Queenies dish.

Ill leave it right here, he said loudly, piling the kibble into a neat mound. Though by then he knew the puppies were gone.

 







Somebodys watching you, said Fay.

Birdie looked up from the tray of water glasses she was filling. At the end of the counter, Buck Perry waved and smiled.

Go take care of him, said Fay. He needs a warm-up.

Birdie took the pot from the burner and refilled Perrys coffee cup. His blond hair, she noticed, was thick and wavy. (Her husbands had begun to thin.) It curled softly at the nape of his neck.

Hows the transmission doing? he asked.

Just fine, said Birdie. Perry had a friend who rebuilt transmissions on the side; hed gotten Birdie one for almost nothing. Hed explained patiently what a transmission did, but Birdie didnt care. The car ran beautifully; the troublesome engine light had been extinguished.

Hes a card, that Jenks. The one that fixed your tranny. He plays drums in a dance band. Perry bit into his hamburger, half the sandwich in one bite; ketchup oozed out the other side. He seemed not to notice. He ate fast and intently, like a hungry dog.

 
Theyre playing at the Vets this Saturday night, he said. You want to come and hear them?

Birdies heart quickened. A date, she thought. Hes asking me out on a date.

That sounds lovely, she said.

Perry laughed. Lovely it aint, he said, but its a pretty good time.

 







It was nearly dark when Charlie got home, heavy clouds low in the sky. A wind had started. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Hed been playing in the woods; the house felt small to him, hot and airless. His sister sat in front of the television, stacking wooden blocks.

Wheres Mama? he asked.

Where Mama? she repeated.

He knocked at the bathroom door.

Come in, his mother called. She stood in front of the mirror in a pale yellow dress. Her face looked strange to him: mouth painted red, eyebrows plucked thin. An empty glass sat on the edge of the bathtub.

Do I look pretty? she asked.

Yesm, said Charlie.

She sprayed a cloud of perfume into the air and walked into it; Charlie tasted it, flowery, in his mouth.

A little scent goes a long way, she said.

The doorbell rang. Thats Dinah, she said. Button, go and let her in.

 
Charlie ran to the door. Hed forgotten she was coming. They hadnt had a baby-sitter in a long time.

Remember what I told you, his mother called after him.

Yesm, said Charlie. If possible he was not to say anything about his father. If Dinah askedand only if she askedhe could say his father was visiting in Missouri and would be back soon.

Charlie opened the door. Dinah came in holding a grocery bag. Pizzas, he thought. Last time shed made them frozen pizzas.

Hi, buddy, she said, messing his hair. Long time no see. She looked around the room. What happened to the pictures?

I dont know, said Charlie. His mother had taken them down from the wall; the plaster was dotted with bare hooks.

His mother came out of the bedroom holding a string of pearls. Can you help me with this? she asked Dinah.

She turned her back and lifted her hair; Dinah clasped the pearls behind her neck.

You look nice, Mrs. Kimble, said Dinah. Is it a special occasion?

I think I hear my ride, said his mother. She bent to Charlie and Jody and gave them each a kiss. You be good now. You listen to Dinah.

She rushed out the front door, leaving a trail of perfume. Dinah went to the living room window and peered out from behind the curtain.

What are you looking at? Charlie asked.

Nothing, said Dinah.



THE WIND had stopped; the evening was still and muggy, the sky clouded over with gray. Birdie stood on the front step waiting for Buck Perry. It was the Saturday before Labor Day, the last wearing of the white shoes. She smelled meat cooking, a charcoal fire. The neighbors were having a barbecue.

Through the open windows she heard the children laughing; they wouldnt miss her at all with Dinah Whitacre there. Poor Dinah, she thought; poor homely child. She felt bad for the girl, so timid and awkward; Dinah who would have been pretty if it werent for her birthmark. It was so ugly Birdie could barely look at her, a jagged purple stain that covered half her face.

Birdie had called her at the last minute; shed had the phone reconnected after her first paycheck. She dreaded the obligatory chitchat with the girls mother. Married to the president of the college, Grace Whitacre knew all the faculty comings and goings; she would know Birdies husband had quit his job and might even know why. Luckily, Dinah herself had answered the phone. She was a mannerly girl, raised properly, not like some others Birdie could name. (That girl on the downtown bus, draped all over the college boy; Moira Snell, braless in her peasant blouse.) Dinahs shyness seemed appropriate to her age; in her presence Birdie felt like an adult, a sensation she rarely felt.

She breathed deeply; the yellow dress felt tight across her chest. Shed picked it off a sale rack three years ago when she was pregnant with Jody; that morning shed cut off the price tag still dangling from the armpit. The dress was a size too small; her breasts had never shrunk back down to their old size. Still, it was the only thing she owned that didnt hang to her ankles.

Her hand fluttered to her throat, to the pearl necklace her mother had left her. It was a short strand, meant to fit close around the throat; her father had given it to her mother as an engagement present. Birdie had worn it only a handful of times: her own wedding day, a couple of dinners at the Whitacres. Her married life had provided few occasions special enough. Then, this afternoon, something had come over her. Why not? shed thought as she took the necklace from its leatherette case. Birdie Kimble, what are you waiting for?

A dusty green sedan appeared around the corner; engine rumbling, it pulled up to the curb. Birdies legs shook as she made her way down the porch steps. At the curb she waited, but Perry didnt get out of the car. Finally she opened the door herself.

He lounged in the drivers seat, so far back from the wheel that he was nearly lying down. He wore black pants and a pink shirt, open at the throat; his hair, slicked back from his forehead, showed comb marks.

Well, look at you, he said.

The car was low to the ground; Birdie held down her dress as she slid into the seat beside him.

I should have brought my umbrella, she said. Her heart worked furiously. It looks like rain.

Nah, said Perry. You wont need it.

He shifted gears and backed smoothly into the street. The engine seemed uncommonly loud; Birdie slid down in her seat as they passed the Semples house.

Did you have any trouble finding me? Birdie asked. It was the only thing she could think of to say.

Hell no, said Perry. Ive lived in this town my whole life.

In a moment the neighborhood was behind them. Perry hummed softly with the radio: muted horns, a deep Negro voice. His hands pattered on the steering wheel. Freshly shaved, his skin looked moist and childlike. He smelled strongly of cologne. They drove away from the city, to where the traffic thinned out and bars and storefronts were separated by occasional houses, patches of grass. Perry drove fast and expertly, his left elbow hanging out the window. Twice he reached forward to change the radio station, gripping the steering wheel between his knees. He seemed to have forgotten her.

The Vets was set back from the road on a wide lot worn bare in places. Perry parked and came around to open Birdies door. She heard music in the distance, the silvery hiss of a cymbal. Perry placed his hand at the small of her back. She picked her way across the reddish dirt, worried about her white shoes. The sky had darkened; the air was very still.

Storm coming, said Perry.

The Vets was loud and dark inside, packed with people and their smells: perfumes, liquor, cigarettes, sweat. Men stood smoking and talking at the entrance. Perry pushed through them, his wide shoulders cutting a path; he took Birdies hand and pulled her along behind him. They crossed the dance floor to a table at the back, where a couple sat with their backs to the wall. On the table were cigarettes, glasses of beer, an empty pitcher.

This is Lou and Marie, said Perry. He had to shout over the music. Everyone, this is Birdie.

Birdie, said Marie. Thats cute. She was a sharp-faced blonde.

Its a nickname, said Birdie. She eyed Maries snug sweater, the silver heart dangling from a chain into the dark hollow between her breasts. In her dress and pearls, she felt like a chaperone at a dance.

Im just Marie, said the blonde. I dont have a nickname.

Thats what you think, said Lou, winking. He was older and balding.

 
Hey! Marie squealed, giving him a shove. Her small eyes were rimmed with black liner. For a moment Birdie thought of Moira Snell, the hateful girl whod seduced her husband. She pushed the thought away.

Theyre cooking tonight, Lou shouted to Perry. Theyre really cooking.

Birdie craned her neck toward the stage. The combo had four piecespiano, guitar, drums, and bass. The singer was a colored man in a dark suit.

Which one is your friend? Birdie asked.

Drums, said Perry. He pulled up an empty chair from a neighboring table. Have a seat. Ill be right back.

She sat, the vinyl seat sticky beneath her thighs. Lou and Marie said nothing; they sat watching the band over her shoulder. Finally she turned her chair a little to face the dance floor.

Perry returned with a pitcher of beer and two glasses.

None for me, thanks, said Birdie.

You sure? said Perry. Why not?

I dont care for beer.

Suit yourself. He tilted a glass and filled it. Across the table Lou and Marie leaned close together. Birdie sat with her chin in her hand, watching the dancers. When the music slowed the floor filled with swaying couples; afterward the band would pick up the tempo and only a few would remain. The steps were new, nothing Birdie recognized. She had not seen anybody dance in years.

How long have you two been going together? Marie asked.

What time is it? said Perry, and laughed.

The room was hot, everythingthe floor, the chairs, the table-topcoated with a sticky film, as if thousands of beers had been spilled there. Birdie blotted her forehead with a napkin. Her nylon slip felt slick against her back; soon she would sweat through the yellow dress. She eyed the pitcher of beer.

Look at her, said Marie, blowing smoke out of the side of her mouth. Shes dying of thirst. Go get her something to drink, for Christs sake. Be a gentleman for once in your life.

All right, all right, said Perry. He got up and went to the bar.

Marie leaned forward in her chair. Ive known him a long time. Since we was kids. She stabbed out her cigarette in the ashtray. Youre in for a good time. Wait and see.

Perry returned with a glass. I got you a rum and Coke.

Thank you, said Birdie. The drink was cold and sweet; she took half the glassful in one gulp.

Whoa, said Perry. You are thirsty.

The band lurched into a slow song Birdie recognized. She watched the dancers shuffle to the music, clinging to each other like shipwreck survivors. When the music picked up, Perry glanced at her. You wanna dance?

Bucks a great dancer, said Marie.

Birdie looked out at the dance floor, the dancers twisting at the hips. Shed learned the box step as a girl; she could waltz and fox trot; but this was a different kind of dancing entirely.

I dont know how, she said.

Dont know how? said Perry.

Its been a long time. Dancing was forbidden at Hambley; and after she was married, she hadnt danced at all. She smiled apologetically. No, thank you.

Perry shrugged. How about you? he asked Marie. Lou wont mind.

 
She glanced at the bar, where Lou stood smoking. Mind, hell. He wont even notice. She got to her feet. She wore a sleeveless sweater and a short skirt; her bare legs were long and slender. She kicked off her shoes and followed Perry to the dance floor. The music quickened.  Were going to wait till the midnight hour,  the Negro crooned into the microphone.  When theres nobody else around.  Perry took Maries hand and swung her toward him, then away; for a big man he was surprisingly graceful. Maries body moved like water, a smooth rippling of hip and shoulder. Only her hair remained still, a firm tower of blond, sculpted as a wedding cake.

Birdie drained her glass. Perrys legs were quick and rhythmic; the loose black trousers sat low on his hips. He twirled Marie, then pulled her close, their bodies merging at the pelvis. A Hambley girl had once whispered to Birdie that dancing was nothing but dry intercourse. At the time, the remark had baffled her. Now, watching Perry and Marie, she understood perfectly.

When the music ended, Perry and Marie came back to the table, laughing and breathless.

Whew, said Marie. You got me good that time.

Perry sat next to Birdie. He was very close; she smelled soap, alcohol, sweat. Looks like youre dry, he said. Let me get you another one.

Yes, please, said Birdie. Across the table Marie fanned herself with a napkin. She tugged at the V of her sweater; sweat glistened on her suntanned chest.

Youre a good dancer, said Birdie.

Youre sweet. Marie refilled her glass from the pitcher; foam slipped over the rim. Oops, she said. She lowered her mouth to the glass and slurped away the excess.

 
Birdie smiled. If Jody or Charlie had done such a thing in public, she would have been mortified; but watching Marie it seemed perfectly reasonablemore logical, certainly, than wiping the glass with a napkin, which would make a sticky mess.

Birdie giggled. Marie looked at her, quizzically at first; then she too began to laugh.

Perry returned with two glasses and sat down next to Birdie. Whats so funny?

Marie laughed louder, a shrieking sound.

Nothing, said Birdie.

I brought you a spare, said Perry. Save me a trip.

Thank you, said Birdie. She gulped the drink.

Were going to take a short break, the Negro said into the microphone. His voice was very deep. Back in ten.

Excuse me, said Birdie, getting to her feet. She wove her way through the crowd. Her legs felt loose and warm; the drink was stronger than shed imagined. In the ladies room she waited for a stall, her bladder heavy as a melon. Women stood three deep at the mirror, brushing, powdering, fixing lipstick. A short brunette teased her fallen beehive with a rattail comb.

Some time later she was walking across the room; time had begun to quicken and slow, back to its old tricks. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Its raining, the Negro crooned into the microphone. Another rainy night in Georgia.

Birdie approached the small stage; she stood at the edge of the dance floor, swaying slightly to the music. The singer was young, handsome in his dark suit; his hair was neatly parted, slicked with something to make it shine. Hes about Curtiss age, she thought. She hadnt seen Curtis Mabry in nine years, had never seen him as a grown man. He might, she thought, look exactly like this.

 
She turned and made her way through the tables, her hand trailing over the backs of empty chairs. The crowd had thinned; couples headed toward the door, hoping to beat the storm. Across the room Maries blond hair was bright as a lighthouse; the rest of the room bobbed like a boat on a choppy sea. Im drinking too much, Birdie thought.

Perry looked up from the table. Where have you been? We thought you fell in.

Outside, a clap of thunder sounded. The Negro sang: Seems like its raining all over the world. Then the room went dark. The air filled with gasps, laughter, a smattering of applause.

Ooh! Marie squealed from across the table.

Powers out, said Perry. Then, without warning, Birdie felt his hand on her thigh, his mouth at her ear, breathing warmly. In the next moment the lights came back; the room filled with groans. Instantly Perrys hand was gone, so abruptly she could have imagined it.

Lou got to his feet and reached for Maries hand.

Where do you think youre going? said Marie. Things are just getting interesting. She lit the wrong end of a cigarette and tossed it, disgusted, into the ashtray.

Perry stood. Us too. Time we hit the road.

Birdie rose. She felt unsteady on her feet. It was nice meeting you, she said to Marie. She still felt the imprint of Perrys hand on her thigh.

You two be good, said Marie. Dont do anything I wouldnt do.

They made their way to the door. To Birdie the crowd seemed liquid, parting gently to let them pass. Outside it was raining hard, the drops shattering where they hit the pavement.

 
Oh no, said Birdie.

Its just water, said Perry.

He took her hand and they ran across the parking lot, puddles bursting beneath their feet. Im drunk, Birdie thought. Her foot landed hard in something cold.

Wait, she cried. My shoe. She ran back and retrieved the white pump, lying on its side in a puddle. She slipped it back on and followed Perry to the car.

Jesus, he breathed, slamming the door behind him.

Inside the car was quiet, the clatter of raindrops muted. Birdie raked at her wet hair. She was soaked through, her dress plastered to her skin, the outline of her slip clearly visible through the wet fabric. She crossed her arms over her chest.

Dont, said Perry. Then he reached across the seat and pulled her close. For a second she panicked; he was squeezing her too tight, her lungs wanted to expand but couldnt. He kissed her hard on the mouth. His sour breath was oddly fragrant, like swallowing perfume. His cheeks were rough with invisible beard, a blond mans trick.

Youre shivering, he said.

Cold, she said. Her legs felt heavy and lifeless, like something shed have to carry. Perry eased her back across the seat and slid on top of her.

Better? he said.

She couldnt answer him; they were joined at the mouth, an airtight seal. If she wanted to she could blow him up like a balloon; he would float above her, filled with her breath. She closed her eyes. Music in the distance; her body warmed where their chests met, a moist pocket of heat.

 
His hand slid between them and fumbled at the buttons of her dress. Ive been waiting for this all night. He pushed her slip aside and lifted out a white breast.

Pretty, he said, and lowered his head to her chest. His mouth was warm; it seemed to pull a string inside her. In a moment she would unravel completely.

He reached under her dress, rough palms snagging her stockings.

This cant be, Birdie thought.

Relax, said Perry.

The vague thrill of his mouth at her ear. She closed her eyes and thought of him and Marie dancing, hands touching, the proximity of their hips, the colored singer crooning into the microphone. His mouth was suddenly delicious. With her eyes closed the car seemed to spin; she imagined it boring into the earth like a corkscrew, scattering red dirt, screwing them down into the ground.

 







She woke to the sound of bells, the bells of the Catholic church on the other side of the river. The sun lit the sky as if nothing unusual had happened. Birdie shifted, a small movement of head and neck. Her mouth was dry; pain covered her right eye and pulsed at the roots of her hair. She had been dreaming of Curtis Mabry.

She sat up carefully and saw her yellow dress crumpled into a ball at the foot of the bed. Naked, she felt under her pillow for her nightgown and pulled it over her head. Her arms were crossed with sheet marks, her chest red and blotchy, scraped raw by Perrys beard. She could still feel every place hed touched her; her skin seemed unnaturally soft, like unbaked dough.

No, she thought. Usually this was enough, this single word. But this time memory came in a wave. Perrys mouth against her ear: Ill bet youre a natural redhead, hed said, fumbling at her garter belt. Theres only one way to tell. His weight on her, pressing her down, slowly rocking. Dont worry, he said. Ill be careful. At the end he withdrew from her, turned away in the dark. A single breath escaped his throat. A sound like raindrops on the vinyl floor mat, heavy as pearls.

Birdies hand went to her throat. She sprang out of bed and picked up the dress from the floor. A button was missing from the bodice; stains decorated the skirt. The fabric gave off a smell, cigarette smoke and something else, dirty and sour. Her eyes dusted the room: nightstand, floor, top of the bureau. She reached for her pocketbook dangling from the doorknob; inside was lipstick, a wallet, nothing else. In the bureau drawer the leatherette case was empty.

She went into the living room holding her head. The house was quiet as a crime scene. The children were still asleep; Dinah must have let them stay up late. Birdie glanced around the room. The girl had straightened up: the crocheted afghan was folded over the back of the sofa, the dolls and blocks and miniature cars packed neatly into the toy chest. Birdie recognized her white pumps at the doorway, the toes pointed toward the door as if they were on their way out.

She crept into the kitchen. Shed come home hungry; she remembered, vaguely, making herself a sandwich. Now crumbs littered the table, a loaf of bread getting stale; she hadnt bothered to close the bag. An open jar of mayonnaise sat on the counter, a fly perching on the rim. Nausea twisted her stomach.

She had lost her mothers pearls.

 







Where have you been? said Miss Semple. Weve been waiting for you all morning.

She stood in the doorway looking over Charlies shoulder, into the house. Dont let her in, his mother had told him.

Mamas sick, Charlie said. Shes not going to work today.

Where is she? Miss Semple asked. He could see she wanted to come in; how he was supposed to stop her, he had no idea.

Sleeping, said Charlie. Shed been sleeping for two days.

I see, said Miss Semple. Is she well enough to make you something to eat?

Yesm, said Charlie. For two days they had eaten apples, bread and jelly.

Miss Semple frowned. All right then. You keep an eye on your sister. Make sure she stays quiet so your mother can rest.

Yesm.

And get to bed early tonight. The school bus comes at seven-thirty. You dont want to be late your first day of school.

Yesm, said Charlie.

 
He closed the door. The living room was dark; his mother had drawn the blinds and wanted them kept that way. He thought of turning on the television but decided no. It was the last day of summer, his last day to add rocks to the dam. Yet he wasnt sad; he didnt mind going back to school. The puppies were gone; they no longer needed him. And the school cafeteria made delicious lunches, barbecue sandwiches and sloppy joes.

Charlie, his mother called.

He ran to the door of her bedroom. I didnt let her in, he said.

Good boy. His mother sat up in bed. Her face looked large and puffy. Beside the bed was an empty bottle.

You mind your sister, she said. Im going downtown.



SHE GOT OFF at her usual stop but took the long way around the block. Shed called and told Fay she was sick; it wouldnt do to go traipsing past the luncheonette window in the middle of the afternoon. The day was cool and sunny, the air flavored with fall. A whole season had passed, as if shed been in bed for months instead of a couple of days.

She crossed the street to the garage and went into the office. The air was thick with cigarette smoke, the same acrid smell shed washed out of her yellow dress. Her head began to pulse; she felt loose and jangly from the wine.

A man appeared through the swinging door. Maam? he said. Can I help you? A smudge of black grazed his cheek. It was a moment before she recognized him. He was the one whod wanted three hundred dollars to fix her car.

Yes, she said firmly. I would like to speak to Buck Perry.

Right now? He eyed her strangely. She hadnt taken the time to change, just pulled a sweater over her housedress. Still, he had no business staring. She, at least, was clean.

Please, she said.

He turned toward the swinging door. Hey, Buck, he yelled. Theres a lady here to see you.

Perry came through the door in dirty coveralls. His eyebrows lifted when he saw her. Well, hello, he said. This is a nice surprise. He wiped his hands across his chest; they were black with grease.

Birdies head throbbed. She thought: I let him touch me with those hands.

I stopped by the luncheonette to see you, he said. Fay said you were home sick.

Birdie blinked. He was a thief; shed expected him to be nervous.

I believe you have something of mine, she said.

I do?

Yes. Birdie watched him closely.

Whats that?

The last time I saw youher voice faltered, then recoveredI was wearing a valuable piece of jewelry.

You were?

A pearl necklace. She felt tears behind her eyes but willed them back. Her voice came out in a whisper. It belonged to my mother.

Perry frowned. Did you lose it?

Birdie nodded.

Perry ran a hand through his hair. Did you call over at the Vets? Maybe somebody found it.

 
I didnt lose it at the Vets. It was true; she was nearly sure. It must have been later. In your car. Her face heated. She could not look at him.

I didnt find any pearls, he said.

Something broke inside her.

Are you sure?

Of course Im sure. Perry frowned at her. What are you getting at? Are you saying I took them?

Birdie turned to go.

Wait! said Perry, but she didnt listen. She ran out the door, into the street, and kept running. Tears trailed down her cheeks: for her mothers pearls, for everything she had lost.

 







Drinking, she remembered Curtis Mabry.

When they were both eight, Curtis had come down with chicken pox; his mother kept him home from schoolthe colored schoolfor a week. Theyd hidden together under Birdies porch; she made him rub his arms and legs against hers so shed get chicken pox too. Somehow theyd both escaped with a single scar, a faint circle at the corner of one eyeCurtiss left, Birdies right. Something theyd have for the rest of their lives, marking them forever alike.

Once, the summer they turned seventeen, they went swimming at night. Birdie could still conjure up the feeling of it, a heaviness in her arms and legs, a slow dilation of her senses not unlike being drunk. There was a warmth about him, a heat underneath his skin that bled into her if they were close enough. They had always played together, run wild in the woods while Curtiss mother cleaned or cooked. The play had simply changed.

That night the pond shone flat as a mirror under the moon. They had the thought at the same time; their minds had always worked alike. Lets go, said Curtis. It was always Curtis who pressed, who took liberties, Birdie who said no and no and no until he covered her mouth with his and did as they both wanted.

I cant, she said.

He didnt try to coax her. He kicked off his shoes and fumbled with his trousers. Birdie heard a buzzing in her ears. In the moonlight his skin looked as white as hers. She covered her eyes and was immediately sorry, but it was too late. He was in the water too fast.

And then she did something she could not have predicted. She unbuttoned her blouse. The water was warmer than the air, the same temperature as her blood. The loamy mudsmell seeped into her hair.

When they touched it was like touching her own body. From childhood they had been the same height; their arms and legs and hands were still perfectly congruent. Only the centers of them were different, aching, fascinated, every part of them heated to the same temperature by the sunwarmed pond.

 







Charlie got off the school bus and climbed the hill to his house. With him was Greg McGough, a new boy whod moved from Kentucky. The first day of school Greg had shoved Charlie into a wall and made his nose bleed; the second day Charlie was waiting for him in the lunchroom. Their teacher stopped the fight and kept them both after school; that afternoon Gregs mother picked them up and drove them home. After that Charlie and Greg were best friends.

Gregs dad was a truck driver. He drove all over the country, to Texas and back, once to California. Each time he brought back a souvenir for Greg: a water gun, an Indian arrowhead, a dead mouse pickled in a jar. Charlie pictured Gregs dad like Artemus Gordon, his favorite character from his favorite TV show, The Wild Wild West.

Hes coming home tonight, Greg told Charlie as they walked. It was a Friday. Tomorrow me and him are going to Luray Caverns.

Charlie had never been to Luray Caverns, but hed heard about it at school. He was impressed.

 
I bet your dads been there, said Greg. I bet the bus goes all the time. Charlie had told Greg his dad was a bus driver, that he drove a Greyhound all over the country and only came home at Christmas.

Sometimes, said Charlie. They arrived at his front step.

You can come with us if you want, said Greg.

Really? said Charlie.

Ill call you on the phone. They had exchanged phone numbers; the whole second-grade class had been required to memorize their own numbers and addresses.

See you tomorrow, said Greg.

Yeah, said Charlie. See you. He reached under the doormat and unlocked the front door, then replaced the key under the mat. It was a new rule: Charlie was to go in and out through the front door only; he was to lock it behind him. You never know, his mother had told him. Someone could come and take your sister while shes sleeping. Charlie couldnt imagine anyone wanting his sister, but he usually remembered to lock the door.

Inside, he put down his book bag and took off his shoes, then went to the door of his mothers room and peered through the crack. She was still in her nightgown, a pillow over her face. His sister lay curled next to her, but she was not asleep. Her eyes brightened when she saw Charlie.

He held a finger to his lips. Come on, he whispered.

Carefully Jody crawled out of the bed. She could be quiet when she wanted to, quieter than Charlie. She knew better than to wake their mother, who would be in a bad mood.

They went into the kitchen. Charlie found bread and grape jelly in the refrigerator and made a sandwich of the last two slices of bread. He cut the sandwich crosswise and gave half to Jody.

 
Dont make a mess, he said, though it was already too late: after one bite her mouth was slick with purple.

In the living room the telephone rang. Charlie stood and listened. Luray Caverns, he thought. From the bedroom his mother groaned.

Dont answer that, she called to Charlie. It isnt anybody.

Yesm, said Charlie. He knew she was right; Greg couldnt be home yet. He finished his sandwich and went to the bedroom door. She was sitting up in bed, a dazed expression on her face.

Were out of bread and milk, he said.

She rubbed her eyes. Wheres my pocketbook?

Charlie took the pocketbook from the doorknob and approached the bed. His mother took out her wallet and handed him a five-dollar bill. She had begun sending him to the store.

Bring me back a bottle of wine, she said.



THE SCREEN DOOR slammed. Birdie closed her eyes and waited for sleep to come. The phone rang again; a chill climbed her back. For two days shed called in sick at the luncheonette. The second day it was Mr. Loomis, not Fay, whod answered. What exactly is wrong, Vivian? hed asked irritably.

The flu, said Birdie. A bad case of flu.

You been to the doctors?

Im going today. I have an appointment.

How about you bring us a note from that doctor.

After that she didnt call the luncheonette at all. Let Loomis think what he wanted. She had a young child in public school; every other day, it seemed, he came home with a sniffle. It was exhausting, raising children with no help from anyone; naturally her resistance was down. She was so angry with Loomis that she forgot she didnt have the flu at all, that shed made the whole thing up.

Finally the ringing stopped. Birdie sat up and fumbled beneath the bed for her slippers, then gave up and walked barefoot across the carpet, noticing a splotch of purple where shed spilled some wine that morning. She found a sweater on the floor and buttoned it over her nightgown. Then she heard a deeper ringing, the two tenor notes of the doorbell.

She froze. It was probably nothing. The day before shed hidden in the bedroom closet; when she emerged, she saw two little girls descend her front steps and ring the Gleasons bell next door. She recognized their green hats and knee socks: Girl Scouts selling cookies.

She tiptoed into the childrens room and peered out from behind the curtain. The county woman stood on the doorstep talking to a man in a suit. Birdie sank to the floor, hand over her mouth. She could barely hear their voices over the pounding of her heart.

Its three oclock, said the woman. Where could she be?

The boy was in school today, said the man. I called and checked. Maybe she went to meet him at the school bus.

The floorboards creaked.

Something is very wrong, said the woman. Ive been trying to call her all week. Im scared to death for those children.

Birdie looked at the clock. The children would be back any minute. She pictured them climbing the hill, Charlie with a bottle of wine in his hand. Please, she thought. No.

 
The seconds ticked off. Charlies alarm clock was shaped like a football. Each morning a voice inside it shouted Hike! getting him up for school.

Finally the man spoke. We cant wait around all day. Well have to come back.

There was a creaking of floorboards, a shuffling of shoes. The county womans high heels descended the porch stairs. A car started at the curb, then pulled away.

A moment later Birdie heard footsteps on the back porch. The screen door opened.

Mummy! Jody cried.

Birdie rushed into the kitchen, her legs shaky with relief. She scooped Jody into her arms.

You arent mad, are you? said Charlie.

Birdie leaned against the refrigerator, grateful for its support. Why, button? she said. Why would I be mad?

You said to come in the front. His brow wrinkled, a mannerism of his fathers.

Its all right, said Birdie. Just this once. She reached into the paper sack Charlie had set on the counter.

I didnt get milk, he said. I ran out of money.

Thats fine, said Birdie. She took the wine bottle out of the sack. Mamas going to take a bath.



A CORK POPPED; water rushed into the tub. Through the thin floors Charlie heard the water pump in the basement, ticking like a bomb. He sat in the living room looking at the phone. Brian Norton, whod gone that summer, said Luray Caverns were as old as the dinosaurs. The caverns tunneled deep into a mountain; you could get lost in them and never find your way out. Inside the caverns were fossils, pools of water, ancient bones. Brian Norton hadnt seen any bats hanging upside down, but Charlie thought there must be, if you knew where to look.

The water stopped. Charlie went to the bathroom door. It was open a crack. His sister sat on the floor with crayons and a coloring book; his mother lay in the water with her eyes closed, the bottle of wine balanced on the edge of the tub. He went back to the living room. When the phone rang he held his breath, waiting for his mothers voice; but it did not come.

Heart racing, he picked up the phone. Hello? he said. He had not answered the phone in a long time; it made him nervous. Please, he thought. Luray Caverns.

Hello? said a ladys voice. Charlie, is that you? This is Grandma Helen.

Oh, said Charlie. Hi, Grandma.

Hi, honey. Her voice shook. Let me talk to your mother.

Shes sleeping.

You go and wake her up then. Its very important.

Yesm. He went to the bathroom and knocked at the door. In the tub his mother stirred. He opened the door a little. Mama?

She groaned and rolled over on her side; she was like a big slow fish kept in a tank.

Mama, he said, louder this time.

She sat up in the tub. Charlie Kimble, she said, crossing her arms over her chest. Whats the matter with you? Close your eyes this minute.

Charlie did. Grandma Helen is on the phone.

Damnation. What did I tell you about the phone? She stood, her back to Charlie, and wrapped herself in a towel. For a moment she lost her footing, then caught herself against the wall. She stepped out of the tub and went into the living room, leaving a trail of wet footprints.

Hello, Helen, she said into the phone.

Charlie followed. His sister stuck her head out the bathroom door. Whata matter? she said.

Their mother let out a cry then; in the next moment she dropped the towel. It was a thing Charlie would remember forever: his mother standing naked in the middle of the living room, dripping wet from the bath as if her whole body were weeping.



HER FATHER was named John Wilkes Bell, for the man who shot Lincoln. He was a big red-haired man whod been to war and married late. He met Birdies mother at a wedding in Charleston. He was at that time forty-six years old.

He wanted a son but settled for a daughter. He taught Birdie to ride and shoot; he took her fishing and hunting, sometimes inviting Curtis Mabry, the housekeepers son, to come along. Then she turned fourteen and began to change; her father became polite and careful, as though she might break. There was no more fishing after that, no more hunting; her fathers rifle was locked away in the hall cabinet, silent behind the glass.

In the winter Birdies mother got sick; for a year father and daughter tiptoed around the dark house, waiting for her to recover. During that time Birdies father seemed to forget her entirely, as if what hed always suspected, the basic fragility of women, had been confirmed. After her mothers death the house stayed dark. Every morning her father walked to his law office in town; every evening he came back drunk, was fed by Ella Mabry and put to bed in his clothes. By the time Birdie went off to Hambley, she no longer knew her father. She hadnt known him in a long time.

He drove her to Hambley himself, a hot August day in the middle of a drought, dust in her hair and in her mouth, through the open windows a smell of hay. She would study sacred music; she would learn to play the organ. There had been no discussion of whether or why. Her father had arranged everything himself.

While she was away at school, he married a widow hed met on a trip to Richmond. Birdie found out that winter when she came home for Christmas vacation. When they pulled up to the house, Helen was standing on the front porch, hugging herself in a homely gray coat. She was tall and plain, with a long equine face and dull brown hair cut short like a mans. At dinner she sat in Birdies mothers chair. Once Birdie had walked past her fathers bedroom and seen Helen at the dressing table using her mothers hairbrush.

After Christmas Birdie went back to Hambley. By summertime she was married and pregnant, living in Missouri with someone elses parents.



THEY RODE to the bus station in the rain; the taxi cost three dollars. Birdie tipped the driver, then paid for their tickets with her last twenty. Shed already spent her one paycheck from the luncheonette: phone, electricity, the rebuilt transmission for the car. As they waited for the bus, she gave Charlie a quarter.

Go get yourself a soda pop, she said.

It was done: her last dollar broken into coins. She felt the urge to celebrate. All summer long shed waited for this, the end of the end, when whatever it was shed been dreading for months would finally happen. Here I am, she thought. Come and get me.

Then she remembered that her father was dead.



THEY SAT at the front of the bus, Charlie and Jody and their mother; over the drivers shoulder they could see the road stretching in front of them. The driver wasnt tall but he had dark hair, thin on top. He looked a little like Charlies father.

His mother leaned against the window, holding Jody in her lap; her hair was still damp from the bath, leaving a wet mark on the glass. Underneath the seat was a small suitcase packed with their clothes. Through the window Charlie watched the streets go past: stores and offices, then houses, then woods and open fields. The sky was beginning to darken. Hed drunk a whole bottle of grape Nehi at the bus station; his stomach hurt from the bubbles.

The bus ride took three hours. Montford, Virginia, the driver announced. Grandma Helen was waiting for them inside the station. She wore an old coat over her dress; her long face looked pale and tight. Wheres Ken? she asked. Isnt he coming?

Hes in Missouri, said Charlies mother. Visiting his father.

They drove to the house in Pappys station wagon, loud inside from the rain. They drove through the small town and out the other side of it, a long country road that wound through a forest.

We never even got him to the hospital, said Grandma Helen. She explained how Pappy had been upstairs shaving, how shed never even heard him fall. It was the water that finally got her attention, seeping through the kitchen ceiling. Pappy had left the water running; the sink overflowed, the drain clogged with soap.

 
I kept trying to call you, but no one answered, she said. I was about to send a telegram. There must be something wrong with your phone.

They turned off the road onto a dirt path paved with chunks of red rock. The path looked beaten smooth by the rain; on either side of it, the ditches overflowed with pinkish mud.

For supper they had ham sandwiches and coleslaw. His mother wore a dress and stockings. Halfway through the meal she turned to Grandma Helen.

Wheres Ella? she said. It was the first shed spoken since the bus station.

Im afraid we wont have her until Monday, said Grandma Helen. Its unfortunate timing. Her boywhats his name?

Curtis, said Charlies mother.

Curtis is getting married tomorrow. Grandma Helen reached for Charlies plate and heaped it with more coleslaw. A girl from Alabama. He met her down there when he was in the service. Apparently her people are all staying at Ellas, though I cant see how thats possible in such a small house. Ella said shed be cooking all weekend.

Charlies mother said nothing. She did not eat, just moved the food around her plate with a fork. A while later she pushed away her plate and went out the back door.



THE RAIN had stopped; a pale moon glowed through the wet clouds. Birdie left her shoes at the back door and stepped into a pair of her fathers boots. The boots were cold inside, worn smooth all around; hed had them specially made to fit his large feet. Daddy, she thought. For the first time in hours, something nipped at the edge of her. She exhaled; the feeling passed.

She followed the dirt road to the pond, nearly black in the low light. In the distance an owl hooted; the frogs and crickets were strangely silent. She peered through the woods. Through the trees she could make out the lights of Ella Mabrys house, a tiny bungalow on the other side of the forest. She heard strains of music in the distance, a barking dog, full-throated Negro laughter.

She squatted at the edge of the pond; the hem of her dress grazed the muddy ground. Her father had taught her to swim in the pond, his big hands under her belly as she kicked and smacked at the water. Dont let go, she told him a hundred times. I wont, he said a hundred times back. Then once she looked back and saw him ten feet behind her and realized she was swimming. Her mother was terrified of water; she sat in a lawn chair and covered her eyes as Birdie and her father splashed and ducked. I cant look, shed say, peering between her fingers. Finally she stopped coming; she lived indoors the bright afternoons, the folded lawn chair gathering dust on the back porch.

Birdie circled the pond, protected on three sides by dense forest. In summertime it felt perfectly secluded; only when the leaves fell did you notice how close the house was. Anyone swimming in the pond would be clearly visible from the dirt road, but that had never mattered; the road was seldom traveled during the day and never at night. Birdie looked back toward the house and imagined a figure coming down the dirt road, a big man with a heavy step.

Her father had been drunk the night he found her and Curtis in the pond. Hed left his car downtown at the Legion and walked back to the house. Except he hadnt stopped there; for reasons she never understood, hed walked past the house and continued down the dirt road, his footsteps quiet on the gravel. He must have seen them first and gone back to the house for his hunting rifle.

She and Curtis sprang apart when the first shot rang out, the water suddenly cold against her chest, her thighs, all the parts of her that had been touching him. Even before she knew what was happening, she was sick with the loss of him.

Daddy! she cried.

He fired another shot into the air, wild-haired, his face white in the moonlight, tears streaming down his cheeks.

Get out of here, you nigger bastard, he barked. Then he lost his footing on the muddy bank.

Run! Birdie cried. Run!

Curtis tore through the water: a slick flash of skin, a gasp of breath. Her father stumbled, then righted himself. He fired a third shot. Curtis disappeared into the woods, leaving his clothes behind.

The rest her memory skipped: weeks, a month. The next thing she remembered the summer was over, and her father was driving her to Hambley.

 







The doorbell woke her, the first of the covered dishes. All morning long, women would come with baked hams, chicken and dumplings, casseroles of every description. When Birdies mother died the church women had filled the chest freezer with food; she and her father had eaten sympathy casseroles for a month.

Hushed female voices filled the downstairs hallway and floated up the steps: Sally Beauchamp, Birdie guessed, or Marion Simpers or Betsy Peale. She had gone to school with their daughters; as a girl shed been to birthday parties at their houses. The women had lived in Montford their whole lives and knew more about Birdies family than she did: which great-grandfathers had drunk or gambled, made money or lost it, hit their wives or fallen asleep in church. There was nothing malicious in their talk. Montfords only movie house had closed when Birdie was small; for entertainment there were four churches and the public library. Under such conditions gossip was inevitable.

There was a knock at the bedroom door. Birdie, Helen called. Mrs. Peale would like to say hello.

 
Im not dressed, said Birdie. Please thank her for me. Tell her Ill see her in church.

Her dark dress hung in the closet, losing its wrinkles. They want to get a look at me, she thought. They want to see what an abandoned woman looks like. Since moving to Richmond shed visited Montford three times, just her and the children; Ken could never be persuaded to come. She knew perfectly well how it looked to the Betsy Peales of the worldher turning up with two babies and no husband. At the time it had enraged her. Im married! shed wanted to shout when she passed them in the street. I have a husband! Now she knew the gossips had been right all along.

She slipped on a housecoat and went downstairs. The children sat at the table dressed and ready, eating scrambled eggs.

Wheres your grandma Helen? Birdie asked.

Upstairs, said Charlie. He wore long pants and a white shirt; next to his plate lay a child-size blue necktie.

Where did that come from? Birdie asked.

Grandma. Charlie covered his toast with a thick smear of butter. Do I have to wear it?

Birdie heard rapid footsteps overhead, Helen bustling about the bedroom. She looked up. The kitchen ceiling was cracked in one corner, the plaster beginning to crumble: the spot where the bathroom sink had overflowed.

Bring it with you, she told Charlie. You can take it off after church.

She sat at the table between the children, watching them eat. Footsteps climbed the back porch, a knock at the kitchen door. Through the lace curtains she saw familiar brown eyes, a dark, heart-shaped face.

 
Ella! she cried.

She opened the door. Ella Mabry wore the same black dress shed worn to Birdies mothers funeral. Shed put it on especially for the visit. Shed have to change again when she got home, Birdie thought, something festive to watch Curtis get married in.

Little Birdie. Ella opened her arms and hugged Birdie to her chest. I had to come and see you. I been feeling bad all morning. Her hair smelled of cooking and lilac perfume; her shoulders felt very small. Birdies throat tightened. Age had worn away at her like a bar of soap. One day she would simply disappear.

Ella looked around the kitchen, at the covered dishes sitting on the counter. You going to have your hands full with the luncheon.

Weve got lots of food, said Birdie. Im sure it will be fine.

They can come eat they own casseroles, isnt that right? Ella chuckled. Better put them in the icebox. You dont want to leave them setting out.

Birdie busied herself with the casseroles. Her back to Ella, she asked, Hows Curtis?

A brief silence: forks on china, Jody slurping her milk.

He doing just fine, said Ella. I guess you know he getting married today.

Birdies chest ached; a lump rose in her throat. Helen told me. A girl from Alabama, is that right?

Maple, said Ella. Her name going to be Maple Mabry. Isnt that something?

Birdie turned to Ella. Do you like her?

Shes a good girl. Not like that other one. Ella glanced at the children and lowered her voice. You know he got a little boy already, from that girl he was fooling around with. He seven years old already.

 
Birdies heart raced. I didnt know.

Ella beamed at Jody and Charlie. Look at these children. How they growing. She gave Charlies shoulder a squeeze. This one look a little skinny to me. She took the frypan from the stove and scraped the rest of the eggs onto his plate.

I wished I could stay and help, she said. I wished I would have known.

Dont you worry, said Birdie. Her voice shook. You go on now. Go and have a good time at that wedding.

She clasped Ella again, a quick contact of chest and shoulders.

Your father was a good man, said Ella, even with his faults.

And she turned and was gone.



THEY FILED out from under the tent, past the big box where Pappy lay. Charlie followed his grandma Helen; he made a game of keeping up with her long legs, taking two steps for each of hers. His sister watched him over his grandmas shoulder, thumb in her mouth like a baby.

The box was closed but Charlie had seen inside earlier, at the funeral parlor. He hadnt wanted to, but his mother made him. Come say good-bye to your pappy, shed said. The man in the box was wearing a suit. Charlie had never seen Pappy wear anything but an old brown sweater; in summer, a blue checked shirt.

At the edge of the cemetery, cars were lining up.

Birdie, said Grandma Helen. You go and ride up front. She pointed to the big gray station wagon theyd transported the box in. The chrome hubcaps and bumpers gleamed like silver; the back windows of the car were hung with curtains. Theyll take you back to the house.

 
No, said his mother. You go ahead. Ill take Daddys car and meet you back there.

Are you sure? said Grandma Helen.

Of course. You take the baby. Charlie can ride with me.

She took him by the hand to Pappys big sedan. The car started with a powerful sound. His mother turned sharply, struggling with the steering wheel. The car rolled down the road, leaving the others behind.

Where are we going? said Charlie.

To town. I need to stop at the store.

It was a small town: churches, a gas station, a flashing red light at the main intersection to slow the traffic. A little grocery store sat at the corner, no bigger than a garage. His mother parked at the curb and stepped into the street, leaving the engine running. In a moment she came out of the store with a paper sack.

Hold this a minute, button, she said. Just till we get out of town.

Charlie looked inside the bag, though he already knew what it was. The two bottles of wine sat heavy in his lap. His mother drove past the post office, the fire station, the newspaper stand. They passed under the flashing light and followed the road that led to Pappys.

Outside the town they pulled over to the side of the road.

Let me have that sack, said his mother.

The bottle had no cork; she screwed it open with her bare hand. She took a long drink from the bottle and sat a moment with her eyes closed. Then she took off her hat and tossed it into the back-seat.

Roll down your window, she said. Get some air in here.

Charlie did. They got back on the road.

 
Where are we going? he said.

Back to the house. She took another drink from the bottle. Theres a whole houseful of people waiting for us.

What people? he asked.

His mother laughed. Just people.

She stepped on the gas, filling the car with wind. Her hair blew crazily around her head; it seemed like something separate from her, a cloud of reddish smoke. On either side trees rushed past; farmers fields, houses and barns. The car raced past the dirt road to Pappys house; Charlie recognized the mailbox marked J.W. BELL disappearing behind them.

You missed the turn, he said.

Were taking the scenic route. She drank, then set the bottle in her lap and gripped it between her thighs. Her hands were white on the steering wheel. The road curved sharply, then climbed a steep hill. The engine roared.

Hang on to your hat, she said, though Charlie wasnt wearing one and hers lay on the floor behind the seat. At the top of the hill, the road dropped sharply into a hollow. His stomach lurched as they sailed down the hill. His mother laughed; wine splashed from the bottle into her lap.

They followed the road up another hill. At the top the car slowed.

Why are we stopping? he asked.

I want to enjoy the view. She cut the engine and stepped out, taking the bottle with her. Charlie followed and sat next to her on the hood. They stared down into the valley, at a small house surrounded by parked cars. Chairs had been set up in the front lawn.

What are they doing? he asked.

Theyre getting married. Down in the valley people settled into the chairs. His mother pointed to the house. See them? Thats the bride and groom.

Charlie squinted. A dark couple stood on the porch, the woman in a white dress and hat. For a long time his mother didnt speak, just sipped quietly from the bottle.

Button, she said finally, get me that other bottle.

Charlie got the sack from the car and handed it to her. She lay her empty bottle on the ground; the opening was caked with her lipstick. Then she opened the new bottle and took a drink. Down below the people began to clap. A wind blew through the valley and up the hill, carrying voices, music, laughter.

Thats it, said his mother. Its done.

She slid off the hood, stumbling a little.

Its these shoes. She bent over and took them off, leaning on the car for support. Then she tossed her shoes in the backseat and sat heavily behind the wheel. The engine started with a roar. She pulled onto the road, scattering gravel; they headed back the way they had come. His mother drove faster now; the engine roared as they climbed the first hill.

Mama, said Charlie. Who were those people?

His mother accelerated; the car charged down the other side of the hill, gaining speed.

We were best friends, she said. Me and him played together when we were little.

Ahead of them a pickup truck appeared around the curve.

Move over, Charlie yelled. Theres someone coming.

Good Lord, said his mother. She turned the wheel sharply to the right, just before they hit the curve. The truck swerved out of their way, missing them by inches; the car spun off the road, a horrible squeal. Then everything was quiet.

 
His mother lay flopped over the steering wheel, the bottle of wine at her feet. Somehow her hat had landed in her lap.

Mama? said Charlie.

She lifted her head. Her face had a look hed seen before, as if shed just woken from a nap. She opened the car door and staggered out. They had landed in a farmers field.

Lets go, she said.

What about the car?

I dont want it.

Charlie got out of the car. His mother walked strangely, a cut bleeding at her forehead. They walked through the field, their feet sinking in the moist earth. She was barefoot but seemed not to notice. He reached for her hand. They walked up the hill and crossed the road, to the dirt path that led to Pappys house.

The house was surrounded by cars. His mother stopped and patted at her hair. Grandma Helen appeared on the porch.

Birdie! she cried. What in Gods name happened? She ran down the porch steps and across the lawn. Charlie had never imagined she could move so fast.

I wrecked Daddys car, his mother said.

My God. Grandma Helen bent and took Charlies face in her hands, pulled back each of his eyelids and looked at his eyes.

Did you hit your head? she asked.

Nom, said Charlie.

Grandma Helen stood and embraced his mother. Oh, Birdie.

His mother began to cry. A small crowd had assembled on the porch.

Ken is gone, she said into Grandma Helens shoulder. He left in May. And I cant go back to Richmond because theyre going to take away my children.
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