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One



What you wearing them sunglasses for?

Id felt Roxis shifty glances for the past thirty minutes. I knew the square black frames with gold specks made me look like a June bug, but I still hoped Roxi would drop the subject. As I figured things that morning, I had two choices: either wear the insect spectacles or miss a day of work. And I never missed work.

The thunderous drill of sewing machines provided an easy out. I proceeded to sew another zipper and added the completed product to the bushel of blue rayon slacks piled in a plastic carton at my tennis shoes. Im gonna get wrote up if I dont hustle, I thought and tried to dismiss Roxis coal-eyed glances.

Erma Lee, you fixin to be a movie star or something? Roxi asked with her rugged laugh. I didnt know anybody else who could laugh and talk at the same time. Glancing at the big white clock on the factory wall, I knew I couldnt ignore her any longer. It was another twenty minutes until Roxis smoke break. The comments mixed with her cigarette-induced laugh would only get stronger.

Yeah. Im on the first bus to Hollywood this evening. I avoided her stare and concentrated on my machine. The hammering needle put a perfect stitch in the crotch of a pair of navy pants.


Her gravel laugh let loose again. I know thats right. Take me too. Roxi tossed a pair of khakis into the carton.

The zigzag of sixty industrial needles was the only sound I heard. Good, shell be on to something else directly.

You got home trouble?

I shot a quick look across at Roxis station. She wasnt laughing anymore. Her silver-framed glasses perched on the edge of her nose. The way her black eyes rolled upward made me feel like a schoolteacher was getting onto me.

No. To make it look like I was really telling the truth, I shook my head. I didnt need her getting all in my business.

Girl, you forget I been here as long as you. I hope them sunglasses aint a return to when you

Im gonna miss my quota if we keep flapping our jaws like this. I was scared to death to look at Roxi. Terrified shed know the truth.

Who are you fooling? She already knows, I told myself. And so does everybody else in this metal building. Why didnt I just call in sick?

Roxi sighed and for a couple of minutes focused again on the khaki slacks. I aint seen no woman whos tough as you put up with crap like that. You know what Im saying?

I shifted my eyes behind the dark bug frames. Roxi was hunched over the white sewing machine, smacking a piece of gum. My cousin Darleneyou know the one Im talking about. She put up with that same mess. And then one day she just hauled off and knifed that no-count husband of hers. The rugged chuckle erupted again. Yes, maam. He punched her one too many times is all. You know what Im saying? Roxi suddenly stopped sewing and put both hands on her seated hips. And she not half the woman you are.

Roxis unexpected glare made me flinch. Just when I turned to look back at the strip of metal zipper, it happened. Like a mosquito gone mad, the steel needle pounded my right index finger. Numbing pain shot up my fingernail to the top of my shoulder. Snatching my foot off the control pedal, I flew backwards and screamed, God bless America!

Roxi jumped to the rescue and pried the needle from loose, bloody skin, tearing more in the process. I moaned, trying not to call more attention than was already coming my way. When I looked up and saw the crowd of women gathering, my right hand began to throb. It was almost worse than the throbbing Id felt the night before, when Bozo slammed his fist into my eye.



The passengers seat in Mamas silver Escort pressed hard against my back. I stroked my hair, which draped over my shoulder in a ponytail. Mama said long hair was a luxury we didnt have time for. Mama always used the pronoun we when setting ground rules for herself.

I adjusted the sunglasses, hoping she would notice the big square frames and ask why I was wearing them. I mapped out my response. Id say, I got a bandage to cover twenty stitches, just like I got a disguise to cover my banged-up eye.

But Mama never was one for questions about cosmetic matters.

That hospital aint nothing but a first-aid clinic, Mama yelled. We coulda got the same treatment at the factory clinic and saved me hauling you into town. As it is, Ill get docked for the past three hours.

Well, Im so sorry, Mama. Let me just see if I couldve planned it a little better for you. I edged closer to the passenger window. A haze blanketed the cold glass.

After a few miles, the hum from the engine filled the car. She could care less if Bozo had hit me or not. Mama made her opinion known the day after Bozo and me adopted our granddaughter, Cher.


You cause him to leave you, and youre up the creek. And now you with that grandbaby to raise.

I still remember Mama shaking her silver head like she had hornets flying around the boyish mane. And dont think I can take care of you and that young un. No siree, not me.

Not that Mama would realize it, but whenever theres been any caring to do, its been me. Ever since Daddy walked out, I was expected to step up to the plate. Mama took a job at the new Haggar factory, and at fourteen I took a job raising my six brothers and sisters. If we plan to eat, you gonna have to sacrifice, Mama reminded me on her way out the door each morning.

I married Bozo two years later to escape the toll of being a full-time mother. Of course, Bozo wasnt his real name. His birth certificate read Bozell Jacobs. He only put up with a nickname best known for a clown because he thought his given name sounded too much like a sissy.

A year after we said our I dos, I resumed the duties of mothering all over again with my own daughter. But this go-round, I had to work for a paycheck too. Bozo told me flat-out that babies were expensive, and if I planned on having them, then I had to help pay the bills.

After we married, Mama was decent enough to recommend me at the factory, and ever since thats where weve spent eight hours a day together.

The little green clock on the dashboard informed me it had been ten minutes of silence. I guess you know why Im wearing these sunglasses.

Didnt reckon it was none of my business, Mama said. I saw her hand move upward on the steering wheel, gripping the leather tighter.

Hes back to drinking again. I sighed and sent dust on the car dash flying in a million directions. Hanging out at the Brown Jug. Nothing but trash.

Mama adjusted her black cat-eye glasses and continued to stare at the asphalt ahead of us. A man will get into a mess once in a while, Erma Lee. At least he wont lay up. He will hold a job.

I decided on that hospital table, theres gonna be some changes around here. Im not having Cher raised up in this mess. I made that mistake once already.

Now Bozos drinking aint got a thing to do with Suzettes trouble. The girl was always into something or other.

Mama never did believe the letter that prison psychologist sent me. A head shrinker, she called him. The psychologist wrote me on thick beige prison stationary stamped with the seal of Louisiana. His typed words explained that the abuse I endured while Suzette was at home made her also seek abuse. Put in those terms, my daughter was a major success. And I guess so was I.

Look, Mama I shut my mouth when I looked out the windshield and spotted the Haggar factory. Being so close to our destination, I wasnt in the mood to fight and hear the same lines over and over. Instead, I chose to notice for the first time that the bright green building didnt have any windows.

All Im saying is you cant go blaming everything on somebody else. Look at me, Erma Lee. I got dumped with seven young uns. You do what you got to do.

I did look at Mama then. Her cropped silver hair with yellow streaks was cut above her ears and close to the back of the lined neck. The deep-seated wrinkles on her face looked like scars from some horrific car wreck. I looked at her battle wounds and thought how sad this woman of sixty-four had turned out. She looked more like one of the oil riggers Daddy used to work with instead of the feminine creature I once thought she could be.

There were only sixteen years between Mama and me. A chill snaked down my spine. I pulled the zipper of the gray flannel jacket up to my neck.

And what you gonna do now? Quit him? You aint got no education. No training. The next time Bozo comes at you, just do what you did last time.

In Mamas mind there was only one last time. Bozo hadnt come home from work for two days. When I finally found him in a shack behind the Brown Jug, he was laying on a floor pallet with two hussies. He wore nothing but a once white T-shirt, now stained with a cocktail of mud, liquor, and body fluids. He was so drunk I pulled a muscle dragging him, buck-naked, out of the house. A group of black men stood outside, passing a wrapped brown sack as they stood around their makeshift bonfire. When I think back hard enough, I can still hear their howls of laughterentertained by watching me load my better half onto the tailgate of his pickup as though I had just purchased a sack of feed. The men werent the only ones entertained. Cross City, Louisiana, was a small town where gossip spread overnight.

The next day, Bozo managed to show up for work, where he spent the entire day being made fun of by members of his logging crew. That evening he entered the house with an all too familiar stagger. I quickly tried to shoo the kids outside, but he blocked the door with his left hand and used the right one to strip off his belt. Ill learn you to make a bunch of pulp-wood no-counts laugh at me. The sweet lilac smell of whiskey moved closer. He yanked my hair and ordered Suzette and Russ to watch. I catch any yall not looking, Ill give it to you next. This heres what you get when you go behind Pops back. After four stinging licks to my back, I dug my nails in his arm and managed to reach for the stove. The iron skillet seemed weightless when I landed it against the side of his head. My only regret was that it wasnt loaded with hot grease.

While Bozo recovered from his hairline fracture in the hospital, I packed up our meager belongings and set off for Mamas. All I need is a couple of days till I can get an advance in my pay. I always hated to beg. Especially standing there on the front porch I used to oversee.

I aint getting in the middle of this, Mama said. Her thick arm stretched across the width of the front-door frame. He might tie one on and burn my place down. Then wed all be in a fix.

We returned home with a fracture of our own. Russ ran right back inside the house, but Suzette lingered. During late nights when sleep wont come soon enough, I close my eyes and try to erase the picture of Suzette sitting in that backseat staring right through me.

Bozo got better, sort of. He was never going to be one of Family Circles Top Ten Husbands. Still, he did promise to stop drinking. I even noticed a newfound respect from him. But Suzette never got better. Her troubles had just begun.

When we turned into the factory entrance, the roughness of the gravel made Mamas steering wheel vibrate. She kept control by squeezing harder and jerked her head towards me. And what you and the girl gonna do for groceries? Now, you with this bum finger. If this just aint one big mess.

My eyes landed on the dusty back window of my 1984 Monte Carlo. My one piece of property, bought five years ago with cash. I ignored Mamas shaking head and sat in silence until her car had reached the employee parking lot.

Dont come crying to me. Cause I aint got it. You got a man who makes a good living. But no, that aint good enough for you.

I snatched the car door open and slammed it so hard I thought I heard the window shatter. Roxi and the usual group were gathered under the metal awning taking a cigarette break.

Roxi held a cigarette in two fingers and cupped her mouth. How many stitches?

Mama jumped out, screaming, Your problem is, youre never satisfied. One of them kind aint nobody can please.

A hush fell over Roxi and the others. Their necks craned towards the once candy-red Monte Carlo, now a faded orange.

I looked at the group and then at Mama. She stood behind the open car door, and her hands rested on her hip-hugging navy pants. How do you know? You sure never tried, I screamed and jumped into the one thing with my name on the title.

When my foot slammed the gas pedal, the car skidded to the left and then to the right. Tightening my grip on the steering wheel, I screamed right out loud. It felt good to be out of control.

In the rearview mirror, I saw gravel and dust form a cloud that floated over the smokers. I imagined Roxi tilting her head back like African royalty and blowing smoke from her lips, You go, girl.








Two



Fourteen weeks and two days had passed since I last saw Mama standing outside the factory, hands on her hips, glaring at my car. She never did like me. If shed been pressed, shed probably say she loved me, but only because shed fear eternal hell for not loving her firstborn.

I went back to work later that day to pick up my last check from the Haggar factory. The front-office ladies looked nervous when they saw me. I started to stick my tongue out, just to see them flinch. Mr. Warren, the shift manager, lifted his arm like he was going to offer some grasp of affection or sympathy. I folded my arms and moved to the side. Now, darlin, you sure you want to do this? he asked.

They all acted like I was gonna kill somebodyMama, I reckon. But I wasnt about to waste time with any good-byes, permanent or otherwise. I picked Cher up from school, then packed up. I even left Bozo a note, though he deserved nothing and knew it. Cher whined a little bit, but seemed to come around when I told her the truth about my black eye. Shes thirteen, I kept reminding myself. I have to stop babying her so much. Like Roxi and the other women in the green metal building, she most likely already knew the truth anyway. We left Cross City, Louisiana, that January day and almost never have looked back.

My next big decision was where to go. Cher pressed the point, sitting in the passenger seat and holding a worn-out atlas, its cover half ripped off. Ever since she was a little thing, shed gnaw something to the bone until she got her answer. To buy time, I told her it was a surprise. When my Monte Carlo came to the last stoplight in Cross City, I remembered my cousin Lucille.

Last summer at the Thomley family reunion, Lucille drew a crowd when she pulled up to the community center in a brand-new white El Dorado Cadillac. The men tucked their hands in their pockets and walked alongside the car, while little kids dared to touch the shiny chrome hubcaps. Her new husband, J.W., was a welder, she reported over potato salad and fried okra. To hear her tell it, Wiregrass was the place to be. Jobs galore, she said, holding a drumstick with her pinkie acrylic nail stuck out. Lucille, with her bright red hair, orange-colored nails, and thick gold-coin necklace, certainly seemed the image of prosperity. So, on a rare impulse, I decided we would join my rich cousin in Wiregrass, Alabama.

Only thing was, Lucille lost her newfound prosperity soon after the reunion. And that El Dorado everybody had such a fit over was really an Alamo rent-a-car. The man, J.W., wasnt even her husband. I wouldve still been mad at her for lying to me, but the poor old thing had gained a pile of weight, and those nails were back to the half-chewed-up mess I remembered. Before those shiny fake things, it always hurt me to look at Lucilles nails, bitten off near the quick. Standing at the door of her ice-cold apartment, I scored her as being worse off than me and decided not to ask if we could stay. My Aunt Stella used to say everything happens for a reason. So I guess I have to give Lucille credit for directing me to the Westgate Trailer Park.

Miss Trellis, the trailer-park owner, was a seventy-five-year-old widow who said she ran a clean place with forty-two trailers and wouldnt take a single one more. She moved around the one-room office under the sway of a polyester housedress. No loud music, no speeding, and no gossiping about neighbors. What they do in their castles is their business, Miss Trellis told me before handing over the leasing agreement. She tacked on an extra hundred dollars for letting me use her hand-me-down furniture.

Cher settled in for the last semester of school and seemed to be doing good. She was always a whiz with numbers. The friends would come soon enough, I assured myself, and tried to concentrate on finding us some grocery money. Along with the job demand in Wiregrass, one of the only truthful things Lucille reported, also came stiff competition. My odds werent increased on account of me quitting high school just shy of my senior year. Having secretly wanted to be a nurse when I was a kid, I even tried to get on at the big hospital in town. After dead ends, I finally found a job in the food industry.

The cafeteria at Barton Elementary seemed perfect for the time being. I was able to be home soon after Chers middle school let out, a luxury I never had with my own two children, and the manager, Sammy, seemed to like me. Not that he felt sorry for me or anything. I think he had a natural affection for me since he was raised by his grandmother and respected the way I was bringing up Cher. Foxy Grandma, hed call me. You sure dont look like any grandma I know.

The upcoming spring break was the only thing that made me real nervous. Up to that point, we were managing just fine. But since I asked for all my pay up front and didnt slot any out for holidays and summertime, I knew financial trouble was around the bend again. Two weeks before school let out for Easter break, Sammy told me Mrs. Murray wanted to see me.

This is it for sure, I thought as I walked down the brick walkway towards the principals office. If she lays me off, so be it. Under no circumstances will I go back to Cross City with my tail between my legs begging for my old job back.


Sammy says the best things about you, Erma Lee, Mrs. Murray said. She was a full-figured woman and had a singsong voice that made me think she was either stupid or stuck up. Judging by the string of degrees on her wall, I put my money on the latter. Her light brown hair was teased as big as a basketball, with tuffs of bangs over her right eye. She wore so much makeup, I couldnt help but think she mustve gotten in the way of somebody painting a fence red.

I appreciate it. I pulled at the bottom my white polyester top. As much as I hated that uniform, I hated the black hairnet I had to wear even more. All I could think the first time I caught a glance of my reflection in the gigantic mixing bowl was the skit Ruth Buzzi used to do on Laugh In. The one about a bent-over old woman. Im forty-eight, I wanted to scream each time the frumpy, twisted shape stared back at me.

You crop that hair like I told you to, you wouldnt be wearing that thing, I imagined Mama saying. I quickly tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

Im real happy here, Mrs. Murray.

She waved a hand at me. Now, you call me Patricia. And we appreciate you, just so much. Patricias wide smile revealed a red dot of lipstick on her front tooth. She seemed like she could claw somebody to pieces and never lose that fakey smile.

Patricia leaned forward and propped her elbows on the glassed desktop. The reason for our little visit is personal. My mama, bless her heart, took a bad fall a few weeks back. Shes just not getting along like she should. And with it being Easter break and all. Well, I was just wondering if youd be interested in helping her out. Little things like picking up the house, some washing maybe.

Years ago, I promised myself Id never be a maid. The idea of cleaning someones toilet was just too humiliating. Sure. When you need me to start? The groceries, the rent, and the electric bill made me put pride on the shelf.




I still wasnt real familiar with certain parts of Wiregrass yet. Certainly not familiar with the type of neighborhood Mrs. Claudia Tyler lived in. I thought Patricia Murray would come from a rich family. In Cross City, anybody who went to college was either rich or a good enough football player that LSU snatched them up.

As I held my city map in one hand and steered my Monte Carlo with the other, I couldnt help but gawk at the big brick homes. Looking at manicured yards, water sprinklers running, and gigantic oak trees guarding the two-story homes, I could only guess how stuck up the Queen Mother would be.

Mrs. Tylers home was a two-story brick building with two white columns and black shutters. It reminded me of a courthouse. Two oaks as big around as four elephant legs towered over the row of pink azaleas leading up to the front door. The covered porch was as big as my trailer and ran sideways towards the garage. Her shrubs were cut neatly, and when I got out of my car, I noticed a rose garden. Needs a full-time staff to keep this place up, I thought.

How you doing? Richard Tyler. Im the other child, said the man who greeted me at the door. He squinted his beady eyes and chuckled for no apparent reason. I thought of Roxi. He was a little older than his sister, Patricia, and a little fatter. His white hair hung in strands, and his round face reminded me of a moon pie.

After pleasantries and questions about my backgroundthank God he had never heard of Cross Cityhe led me to the downstairs bedroom that Mrs. Tyler was occupying. I had never seen so many clocks in all my life. The oak-paneled hallway leading to her bedroom not only had two different clocks on the wall, but also a dark grandfather clock standing guard at the end. Ticking rang through my ears, and the hardwood floors creaked under the weight of my work shoes.

The room was dark in muted colors, and the mahogany canopy bed didnt help lighten it any. A tall bronze lamp formed a backlight against her wavy black hair. She was holding some sort of red book and looked every bit like the Queen Mum Id imagined.

Mama, shes here, Richard announced and promptly chuckled. The room smelled of Pine-Sol cleaner and expensive flowered perfume.

Mrs. Tyler adjusted herself on the bed and pulled at the pink chiffon nightgown. When she looked up, I saw her hair was all fixed and a touch of pink lipstick covered her thin lips. Not as much makeup as the daughter, but enough to strike me as strange that this woman who was bedridden would even bother. Another extravagance Mama never allowed. To this day I dont wear any makeup except for special occasions. And I couldnt tell you the last time that was.

Well, its just so good to know you. Her hazel eyes danced underneath wire-rimmed glasses. Come sit where I can get a good look at you. She pointed to a wingback chair next to the bed. I guess you know I had to go and fall. Right after I pulled the clothes from the dryer. I just thank the Lord nothing was broken.

I nodded my head and tried to look pleasant, thinking that if she didnt like me the job was off.

Well sir, they want me to lay up here on this bed for a few weeks, and Patricia insists on getting me some help.

Richard was just beginning to take a seat on the padded chest at the end of the bed. Richard, you go now. Youve got that appointment with the dentist, remember. He tucked his head and babbled something undetectable when he bumped into the hallway wall. The Queen Mother, just as I guessed.

I tried to cross my legs and look ladylike. Then I saw the black lace-up shoes on my feet. The pair Cher called Grandma Walton shoes. I quickly hid them under the chair and settled on looking ladylike with my hands folded in my lap.

Richards a nerve patient, she said in a stage whisper.

Once a big-deal lawyer in Birmingham and now She raised her arms and opened empty palms. Thats why I need help. Got his own apartment. Lives by himself, just over yonder above my garage. But as far as lifting or anything like that, well hes just as worthless as teats on a boar hog.

My eyes widened. I tried not to look surprised, but I always was the worlds worst at hiding my expressions.

Im just talking plain now. And as for Patricia, well shes so busy tending to that schoolhouse and all her parties, I never can get her to do a thing.

Who helps you with the cooking and cleaning? I refused to let her think I was some mousy something or another she could lecture.

Sugar, youre looking at her. Bertha worked for me thirty-two years. When the Lord took her, I decided I would do it myself. And then I had to go fall. Oh, gracious, enough about my mess. You got any children?

Yes, maam. A boy and a girl. Theyre all grown now. But Im raising my granddaughter.

Does your husband help out with raising the granddaughter?

I looked down at the Oriental rug and then, thinking I might seem pitiful, I looked back into her forgiving eyes. We been separated for the past few months now. Hes back in Cross City, you know in Louisiana, where I come from.

I dont guess I know that place. Near Monroe? I got a third cousin who lives in Monroe.

No, maam. Near New Orleans. Maybe this was getting better after all.


Well, tell me about your granddaughter.

If a thermometer had been set up to measure my confidence level, it would have overheated. Shes thirteen. Well, soon to be fourteen. Shes a good girl. Good with her school work. Likes to read. I told her she mustve read every horse book this library has. I tried to chuckle.

Mrs. Tyler propped the blue-veined hand on her chin. She sounds precious. Whats her name?

I was hoping to skip that part for the time being. Older folks like Mama never understood why anybody would name a child after Sonnys partner. The words rang in my mind as clear as they had the day Cher was born. Why couldnt Suzette give that baby a decent name? Mama had asked. Cher, like that singer? Dont you remember how that trashy thing showed her belly button on TV? And had to drag that young un of hers on TV too. You sure dont see somebody with a decent name like Carol Burnett dragging her kids on stage.

Her names Cher, I said with eyes closed.

What a pretty name. And how about her mama and daddy?

She adjusted a pillow, and I hoped had not seen my cheek flinch. The question struck me as too personal and something she had no business asking this early on. Well, her mama, my daughter, isuha nerve patient like your son. Shes in the state hospital up in New Orleans.

A lie was the first thing I jumped for. I couldnt very well say Suzette was in the Louisiana Correctional Institute doing time for drug trafficking and child abandonment. Shed throw me out on my ear for sure. And before I made it out the driveway she wouldve called that principal daughter of hers too, probably interrupt one of the womans parties and really make her mad. Then Id lose the cafeteria job on top of everything. And its not all a lie. If Suzette wouldve had a decent lawyer, she probably couldve gotten off on insanity.


Well, I declare, Miss Claudia said and wrinkled her brow.

Richard was forty-three when he had his nerve attack.

After she offered me more money than I expected, we discussed my hours and general responsibilities. Maybe Id been wrong about Claudia TylerMiss Claudia she said everybody called her. As I approached the bedroom door, she held up her hand. I leaned forward, still uncertain whether I could take her and her mansion on.

I really only had Bertha around because the poor old thing needed the money that bad. Her with that little retarded boy and all. Miss Claudia gazed at the comforter covering her legs. But I never called her my housekeeper. And at eighty, Im not starting now. Just tell folks youre my companion.








Three



The key was almost in my assigned mailbox when the swish-swash of polyester made its way out of the cinderblock office. Miss Trellis carefully stepped, to avoid a puddle deposited by her window air-conditioning unit. The way she worried so, you wouldve thought the black cloth shoes she wore had been bought in New York City. She leaned to the left and then to the right like her swollen midsection was the balance between her two feet. Poor old thing, I thought and pulled a postcard advertising a tire store and a missing Hispanic boy from my mailbox. My heartbeat resumed a normal pace. No bills.

Oh, me, Miss Trellis groaned and put her elbow on top of the metal mailboxes jumbled together in birdhouse fashion. A mound of flesh plopped where a tricep might have once been. Your grandbaby told me you was working two jobs now, she said, barely managing to catch her breath.

Yes, maam. I made a mental note to remind Cher to be careful what she told Miss Trellis. All I need is for us to break her rule about gossiping and get thrown out. My cousin Lucille was my only fallback, and she hadnt returned my last phone call.

Poor old Claudia Tyler, the worn-out woman said. Me and her used to sew together down at the Emporium. Oh, I forget you aint from here. It was the big department store uptown. Anyway, we was the tailors, me and her. She was a Ranker back in them days.

I turned my eyes from the postcard and studied Miss Trellis. I wanted to call her a liar because I knew the woman who lived in the courthouse-shaped home couldve never been a seamstress. You did?

Oh, yeah. Back in them days she didnt have it so good. No siree. She paused to slap a gnat. Not until the old man Tylers son up and quit his wife. Then things got a whole lot better for Claudia. Next thing you know, Tylers son and Claudia up and marriedreal fast like. Miss Trellis stuck her neck out long and bugged her gray eyes. I could see the crooked red lines in her sockets.

Lord, shes crazy as a coot. Well, thats real nice.

I aint even gonna say what all us girls knowed about it. So dont even ask me. She drew her neck back into its double-chinned shell and closed her eyes.

Well, let me get going, I said, taking a step towards the Monte Carlo. She made me nervous, and I couldnt help but think she was trying to set me up to break her gossip rule. Besides, I could hear the air conditioner running in my car and knew I didnt have the gas to waste listening to some pathetic hag like her.

But Miss Trellis was on a one-way journey. And then the Bensons Department Store come to town and bought out the Emporium. Just gave Claudias husband a plumb pile of money. Thats how they come up with all they got. Old Man Tyler was long gone by that time. Wade, Claudias husband, he just got ever dime of it.

When I saw a white pickup pull in behind Miss Trellis and park, I jumped at the opportunity. Just when I was fixing to get in my car, I heard the last comment that confirmed my impression. If you was to give me all her money, I wouldnt take it. No, maam, she said. Shes got so many problems, bless her heart. Money aint gonna buy you happiness.

She didnt move from her position when the man with a ruddy complexion and an orange cap with the word Caterpillar opened a mailbox. What I didnt hear her tell the man as I drove off was how sorry she was for me and my poor little granddaughter. But I didnt have to hear her words. I knew her type and couldve written the lines for her. Old or young, black or white, bitter spirits speak the same language.



The blaring sound of screaming turned my attention away from tales about Miss Claudia to the inside of the metal frame box I called home. I jogged to the silver handle and tried to picture the tragedy unfolding. Bozo, I first thought. But he would never lay a hand on Cher. Not unless hes wasted out of his mind and decided to beat information about me out of her.

Cher! I bolted inside the trailer. The TV blasted, and I surveyed the room to make sure nothing was out of order. I saw the white phone cord spring behind the kitchen wall. Cher leaned against the pantry door.

Just as two women began to fight over their lesbian cousins, I turned the talk show off. I could hear that mess screaming all the way out to the car. You like to give me heart failure with that thing.

Cher tucked a strand of brown hair back behind her ear. She created a breeze when she swept passed me and picked her book off the red-and-white-checkered couch. If it had been my furniture back in Cross City, I wouldve gotten after her for plopping down so hard. She sat Indian style, pulled her bare feet under the couch cushion, and tried to retreat into a world of fiction. I never did know why she liked reading so much. Halfway through any romance book I ever tried to read, Id jump on to the end. Just say what needs to be said, too much rattling for my tastes.

The end of the phone cord was lightly swinging against the kitchen wall. Who was on the phone? I asked and put the lid back on the jar of peanut butter.

I wasnt on the phone. Without opening her eyes, she turned back to her book. Its cover was bright and cheery, with a young blonde-headed girl holding the rope to a horse. The white cord on the kitchen phone was still bouncing.

With my own kids, Ida blistered their tails for sassing me. But I tried to be more patient with Cher. Counting to ten in my mind always helped. She deserved special measures. Especially with me and Bozo splitting up.

Did you get that math test back yet? I asked, laying the car keys on the kitchen countertop.

Ninety-three. And its algebra, not math. She chewed on the ends of her brown hair, never looking up.

Opening the refrigerator door, I chose again to ignore her pissy attitude. Miss Claudia said she wants to meet you. I was thinking maybe this Saturday we could I turned to the sink, which looked out over the living-room area, and she was gone. The slamming of her bedroom door reminded me that she was stuck between a childs world and a teenagers.

Hormones, I decided. I stood at the closed pine door, but decided not to knock. Shed started her period when we first got to Wiregrass. Shes got a lot going on inside that little ninety-eight-pound body of hers, I reminded myself. Trisha Yearwoods voice oozed out of the space between the pine door and the gold linoleum floor. I figured she was daydreaming of a boyfriend or dreaming about riding a big horse like the one on the cover of her book. It was only while she was taking a shower that I discovered her dreams were more ridiculous than any schoolgirl fantasy. A fantasy that Cher needed to dismiss from her mind.


The picture was torn at the edge and a little faded. She had hidden it from me inside her pillow. I wouldve never found it unless some of the pillow stuffing had not been hanging out the corners of the half-closed zipper.

They didnt look like convicts, her mama and daddy. But then again, in the picture Cher didnt look like the smart girl she was. In fact, she didnt look like a girl at all, just a bald six-month-old leaning on her daddys tattooed arm. Her little ears displayed two tiny gold balls. I told Suzette piercing a babys ears was trashy, and now I was holding the celluloid proof. Suzette had her brown hair parted on the side and, looking into her wide brown eyes, there was no denying she was Chers mama. The blue plastic background with smoke drifting from the chimney and snow on the ground looked weird with them in the foreground. Why were they all dressed in short sleeves? And it probably was the dead of winter when they had the picture made. Most likely at the grocery store or some other unplanned place. No wonder when I found that picture in a kitchen drawer back in Cross City, I promptly threw it in the trash.



The first week with Miss Claudia was a settling-in time. By Friday, I knew my way around the place, and it didnt seem quite as huge as it had before. Her regular friends came and went from two to four oclock. My pick was a real sweet black lady. The tiny woman with round glasses stopped by mostly on Tuesdays. I decided she must be one of the late housekeepers relatives still keeping check on Miss Claudia. Rich people always seemed to have hired help who were just like family. But I refused to be put in that category. This was just a way to keep up with the bills, I reminded myself every day when I pulled up the long concrete driveway.

Richard got on my last nerve, as I predicted he would. I call it the Short Man Syndrome. All hed do is talk big about how much money he made in stocks and how he used to own racehorses. So much for Mr. Big Shothe couldnt even keep an appointment without his eighty-year-old mama reminding him.

Only once did he start to get out of hand. I was washing the dinner dishes and had half tuned out his lecture on the mysteries of the Bermuda Triangle when I felt the digging glare. My back was to him, but I could picture him leering at me from the kitchen table. Still in uniform, I knew he was looking through my cheap polyester slacks at my panties.

Its a pure shame my mama dont live closer by. She just loves interesting stuff like you talk about, I said, turning to him with the crystal tea pitcher in my hands. I bet shed be after you, seeing how yall about the same age. When he scrunched his face and retreated to his garage apartment, I couldnt help but get tickled. The idea of Mama, whose hair was shorter than his, ever going on a date with a nerve patient was hilarious. Shed stomp on his nerves like a bull in a china store. Before I knew it, the chuckle erupted, and I slapped my soapy hand over my mouth. For a second I felt lighter. It was the first time I had laughed since leaving Cross City.

Ladies from First Methodist paraded through the afternoons at Miss Claudias. I let each enter through the big white door with the brass door knocker. Big or skinny, with gray or dyed-blue hair, they all had the same little turned-down smile that I decided must be required with the Methodists. A woman by the name of Elizabeth was the worst. Id say some pleasantry like, How you doing today? Shed just turn her ash-blonde head ever so slightly and give me a tired smirk. And I know the worn smile was not because shed been cleaning house all day, but instead was her way of saying, Who do you think you are talking to me, White Trash? without exercising her voice.


The good thing about Prune Facethe pet name I secretly gave herwas she never stayed long. Soon shed appear in the living room again, with her brown Bible in tow. After I closed the door, Id watch from the living-room window as she got into her big Chrysler. I imagined her sitting in a metal chair the following Sunday reporting to her Sunday school class that she had visited the ailing Claudia Tyler. Check one more visitation off the sick list for Prune Face.

Not that I ever understood why Prune Face brought her Bible. They were in plentiful supply at Miss Claudias house. She kept one in every bedroom and even a small black Bible in her downstairs guest bathroom. During the end of my first week, I found her propped up on four pillows with unusually flat hair. She had her big book spread across her lap. I was dusting the antique armoire and had almost made it to the legs when I heard the voice.

See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland. For a second, I wondered if Miss Claudia had taken one too many pain pills as she sat there, eyes closed and red lips grinning. Within a twinkle of my eye, she was back onboard.

Isaiah 43:19, she said and opened her eyes real big. I smiled and kept dusting.

Do you own a Bible, Erma Lee?

With my back to her, I bit my lip. I had told all I wanted to about personal business. Yes, maam. I thought of the little white Bible Aunt Stellas church gave me decades ago when I joined Antioch Missionary.

I just love this verse. It lets me know that, even at my age, Gods not done with me yet.

I turned to face her, and she was swinging her glasses as easy as shed swing a jump rope. Hes got a plan for all of us. For Patricia, for Richard, and you too, Erma Lee.


Now dont even start this religious mess with me, I thought. It makes you weak and pious, like that old Prune Face, who visits you just so she can go brag to the preacher what a good Christian woman she is. Yes, maam.

Religious fanatics were all over Cross City. I was used to them. And I decided to say what she wanted for the sake of a paycheck. As I watched her painted fingernail move across the thin, white sheets, I felt sorry for her. How on earth could this woman even know what the wilderness and desert her Bible spoke of were really like? Had she gone hungry? Had she gone to the emergency room to get stitches above her eye after her old man broke a plate over her head and then worried the next day because she was missing work and couldnt pay the electric bill? No, I know better. And no matter what Miss Trellis claims about Miss Claudia sewing at some store, this woman had it good now. I had the scars from the wilderness and the blisters from the desert, and I survived it by myself. I was the only one I could count on.



By the beginning of April, Bozos calls dwindled down to one or two a week, most often after hed tied one on. I could predict them. Hed call at twelve-thirty or one in the morning and either cry like a baby, begging forgiveness, or rant and rave so loud I would hold the phone ten inches from my ear and could still make out the cuss words. After the first week, I learned to hang up and unplug the phone.

The day before the week-long Easter break, I had one of the worst days imaginable. The morning started with me running late, then the solenoid switch on my car giving me a fit. I borrowed the old mans pliers from next door and rigged it enough so itd crank. A trick I have Bozo to thank for teaching me. At school, a little girl threw up her corn dog right by the conveyer belt that ships the trays for us to wash. Then Miss Claudias leg was acting up, and I had to haul her to the doctors office. After waiting two and a half hours for the doctor, I took Miss Claudia home, then cooked Richard supper, and washed his last pair of underwear.

When I walked through the door at eight-thirty that evening, I found the trailer pleasantly still. The only sound was the popping of the metal as it adjusted to the cool night air. Cher was spending the night at a new friends house, Laurel Krandle, who lived in a trailer across the Westgate driveway. After checking in with Cher, who actually seemed in good spirits, I unplugged the phone and slept the best I had in months.

My newfound rest was short-lived. I arrived at Miss Claudias the next day to find her actually sitting up at her kitchen table. That was good news. The bad news was she said my better half had been calling for the past hour. I licked my lips and ran my hand over the top of my pulled back hair. Lord, Im so sorry.

Hes an impatient thing, she said and then sipped her coffee.

I wanted to ask if he was drunk, but then I doubted if shed ever been around such behavior. Miss Claudia looked angelic sitting at her pine table in a cream robe with embroidered roses on the collar.

You might as well call him. Richards still sleeping, and if theres any straightening out to be done, Id just as soon him not hear it. She pulled at one of the little satin roses. His nerves, dont you know.

I knew her own nerves were probably running on high, thinking my old flame was gonna come gun me down on her manicured lawn. Most likely, Id fall over on top of one of her pink azalea bushes and shed blood on her concrete walkway. Then thered be CNN and all the little ladies from First Methodist congregating after the unfortunate incident. Prune Face would probably stand over me clutching her purse and shaking her head. Pure D trash, she would say and squinch her mouth up.

The living-room phone was the most private place for the butt-chewing I wanted to give Bozo. I sighed and entered the red-walled room. I almost couldnt remember the phone number. But instead of worrying that it was the sign of some brain tumor or Alzheimers, I was relieved. One more thing I was forgetting about that place I once called home. He cleared his throat into the receiver and welcomed the caller.

Howd you get this number? I imagined icicles snaking through my voice to Cross City. I wanted to scream, but I knew Miss Claudia sat in the kitchen, glued to the edge of her chair.

My grandbaby give it to me. Right after you left the house without fixing her no breakfast.

Adjusted to Wiregrass or not, Im gonna blister that girl when I get home. She spent the nightLook, thats none of your business. And dont be calling here again. I mean it.

Dont you tell me where and who He sighed. Fine. I just got one thing to say to you. Either you get your tail back here by the end of the month, or Im getting me a lawyer.

I wondered if Bozo would get that quack who represented Suzette the first time she got arrested for dealing drugs. That man with long nose hair and a bright yellow tie that ended at the crest of his big belly. Well, hallelujah!

Listen, I mean this thing. Me and your mama done talked it over, and she knows Im

In the background at my former home, a female voice mumbled something about eggs. The clanking of a spoon hitting the frying pan rankled in my ear. I could hear Bozo trying to conceal the evidence by muffling the phone receiver.

Funny, I thought. He never tried to hide it before. Which juke joint did you find her in?


Dont you never mind. Hey, I got rights, you know. Dont you forget them adoption papers list my name as Chers daddy. I can get you for custody, gal.

The one bullet I didnt think hed fire. I giggled, the type of giggle that said, Kiss my butt and Youre an idiot all in the same octave.

And just what judge would put some thirteen-year-old girl in the same house with a wife-beating, whore-hopping drunk like you? I was too loud with that one and was sure Miss Claudia heard every word.

But it worked. Bozo went off like a cherry bomb. Heyhey, she aint noHeyHeyanyhow a man got needs. Any judge knows that. And hows about you

Send my best to your whore there. Tell her she better learn how to handle that frying pan, cause sooner or later shell need it. I slammed the phone down as hard as I could.

He wouldnt even think of fighting me over Cher. Not even Mama could go along with him on that one. The slightest chance made my heart race. Im stronger than this, I reminded myself. But what if he does fight and finds some crooked judge? Lord knows Louisiana was full of them. I sat on the edge of the shiny black piano bench and tried to let my nerves settle. My breath grew deeper, and soon my heartbeat withdrew from the base of my neck. As I sat there looking at a painting of two brown rabbits, which hung over the phone table, I couldnt help but wonder if this was how Richard felt during one of his nerve attacks.

With my head held high, I walked briskly back into the kitchen. Miss Claudia, standing with the help of her silver cane, was taping something on the refrigerator door. She did her best to act like nothing out of the ordinary had taken place. My attention was diverted by her upright position. She was much taller than I expected, and she shook her head as she smoothed out the edges of a piece of notebook paper.


I began pulling out the usual equipment for breakfast, and she sat back down at the kitchen table. When I turned to the refrigerator, I paused to notice the white paper with block letters: CLOSE!

Thats not for you, sugar. Thats for Richard. Hes gonna run my electric bill sky-high. Cant remember to leave that door shut for the life of him.

I tried to smile and moved quickly to retrieve the frying pan. The clanking spoon against the frying pan in my old house drummed in my mind. Before I could close the cabinet, the black cast-iron tumbled to the floor. I scooped it up and mumbled an apology. Turning around three times, trying to remember where the eggs were, I suddenly felt lost.

Eggs are right behind you, sugar. Her smile was warm and comforting, like someone who wanted to keep a secret.

No, dont fall into that trap. Ive told her too much as it is. Lord only knows how much she heard.

Youre just all to pieces. Come over here and sit down. She patted the wooden chair like she was enticing a disobedient child to behave.

I was sure she was gonna tell me if I dont leave my personal problems at the house, shed have to let me go. My heart moved up to my throat again. I thought for sure she could see the pulsating rhythm in my neck. Flipping my ponytail over the base of my neck, I rested my hands on the table as if everything was hunky-dory.

Her eyes closed, and she sighed. Some men just aint worth spit. My palm flinched when she put her blue-veined hands on top of mine. She gazed out the kitchen window and shook her teased hair.

Im real sorry you had to hear all that. I sighed, trying to find words to explain and at the same time censor the details of life in Cross City. He justI mean, it was just too much and finally


You felt like you were just about to suffocate.

I wanted to stand up and yell Yeah and go off on a testimony about Bozo and what a waste he had been in my life. But I just sat there, mesmerized by this woman who suddenly seemed foreign compared to her circle of friends who participated in the First Methodist sick-list parade. She stared at the blots of yellow and pink in the rose garden just beyond her window.

Not many people know I was married before. Down in Apalachicola, Florida, where I was raised. Richard and Patricia hardly know a thing about all that. It comes to me now and then. Like just now when you were talking to that man. She rubbed my hand, but never looked down. I knew the reprimand was just a few breaths away.

My first one, Luther Ranker, was not good to me atall. If Daddy wouldve lived, things wouldve been different. I can still remember the salty sea smell on Daddys shirtsleeve. Hed come in from fishing after a long day and still find time to tussle around on the floor with me and my little brother, Jack Henry. He was only thirty when he came down with typhoid fever. I remember noticing that the dirt was still fresh on his grave when we buried Jack Henry next to him three weeks later. Mama and me cried and begged the Lord to give the fever to us. Mercifully, we were spared.

I declare, Mama looked like a scarecrow when Old Man Maxwell came calling a month later. I never had any use for that man the minute I laid eyes on him. Well, for one thing, he was old enough to be Mamas daddy. Old Man Maxwell thought he was something because he owned the mercantile with a bait and tackle shop on the side. I tried to convince Mama we could make it on our own. I was getting pretty good at shucking oysters, and Mama took in wash from some of the fishermen. But she said I was too young to be burdened with such. I never could get her to understand she wasnt a piece of property. And with his store and his land, Old Man Maxwell had the highest price.

For a while me and my newfound daddy tolerated one another. I even liked working in his store. I learned all about fabrics and studied the latest styles in the Sears and Roebuck catalog. By the time I turned fourteen, I was making dresses for me and Mama. And if I say so myself, they looked just as good as mail order.

I nervously chuckled and nodded my head in agreement, but Miss Claudia never drifted her attention away from the rosebuds outside her kitchen window.

Directly, Mama had another baby. Little Madeline. Oh, she was just the sweetest thing you ever did see. After the store closed, Id hurry and get my lessons done so I could rock her before fixing supper. I liked to pretend I was Madelines mama. Problem was, Old Man Maxwell pretended I was her mama too. One evening when Mama was still in bed recovering from the birthing, he made his intentions known.

I was used to closing the store by myself, so I was surprised to look up and see Old Man Maxwells long, bearded face in the glass front door. The image disappeared as soon as I pulled the green shade down. But he had that musky scent, just like a water moccasin lets off before it strikes.

When I began cleaning out the cash register, he moved in on me. I edged away from the cash register, still clutching pennies in my hand. His old, prickly beard rubbed against my neck. I yelled for him to behave, but he just kept on with it. I can still feel his dry tongue on my neck. I reckon it was reflex that made me throw those pennies as hard as I could at his baggy eyes. It was the first time anybody ever slapped me on my face.

Poor Mama was so weak with anemia from having the baby that I thought it best not to talk about such things with her. I could fight him off, I decided that night with the covers pulled tight over my sweaty head. The next morning over his runny eggs, I looked him dead in the eye and told him if he ever tried to touch me again, hed be sorry. The dishes in the kitchen cabinet plumb vibrated from his laughing.

Miss Claudias hand trembled when she adjusted her glasses. I was on alert, waiting for her to stop talking and go to cryingmy cue to jump in and rescue her by changing the subject.

Mama got better, but my situation sure didnt. Whenever Id try to mention his behavior, shed just start chirping about how Old Man Maxwell saved us from the poorhouse. To keep away from him, I started working in the bait and tackle shop. Id dig for earthworms, slice minnows, and put weights on fishing line, anything to keep away from that creature. In the process I ran right into another one.

Luther Ranker was a regular in the bait shop. He owned two fishing boats and hired out three colored men to help him. Mama always said he tried to get by on his looks. He seemed sweet at first. Every day hed come in the shop and tease me about us running off and getting married. I called him silly, handed him his minnows and new hooks, and sent him into the bay. Two months later I stood at the courthouse and promised to honor and obey him.

I still remember the day I made up my mind to marry Luther. It was a hot morning. July, I believe. I was getting everything ready to open the shop, when the Old Man caught me by myself and pushed me to a corner where some nets were stacked. I put a lot of money into you, girlie, and its time to pay up, he said. The bacon my mama had made him was still fresh on his breath. When I heard his zipper go down, my vocal cords dried up. I justnever thought itd go that far. And my poor mamajust inside the store putting money in his cash register. If only I couldve done

She squeezed my hand until the knuckles ached, her gaze set far above the pink and yellow roses beyond the window. We both jumped at the slap of the screened kitchen door.

Were not having breakfast this morning? Richard stared at the empty frying pan.

Miss Claudia quickly released my hands and dabbed the sweat beads on her forehead with a nearby napkin. A ghostly white imprint remained on my fingers.

Ummyeah, Im getting a late start this morning. I returned to my proper place at the frying pan and began melting the butter. Imagining the black coils as Old Man Maxwells beard, I slammed the pan on the eye of the stove. The loud bang made Richard turn towards me.

Miss Claudia casually patted her hair like she had walked through a gust of wind and smiled. Sleep good?

Yes, maam. I did. Richard joined her at the table and went over all the drama that had taken place in Wiregrass the night beforeknowledge thanks to the police scanner that ran constantly in his garage apartment. You never know when a good lawyer might be needed, he reminded us this morning, like he did every time he reported a car wreck or burglary scoop learned from his faithful mechanical friend.

I eyed Miss Claudia real close, trying to think of some question to ask Richard in case she needed more time to gather herself. She gracefully propped her left hand on her chin. While Richard told of a fire downtown, she nodded her head in agreement, and the white rock on her left hand sparkled. He never realized she was sitting at the table for the first time since her fall. He just continued his 911 report, spoke of his need of prescription refills, and asked about his doctors appointment for the day. Remember they changed the appointment to three oclock, Miss Claudia said with a point of her finger. The lady of the house was back where she belonged.
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