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Epigraphs

We are not born all at once, but by bits. The body first, and the spirit later.... Our mothers are racked with the pains of our physical birth; we ourselves suffer the longer pains of our spiritual growth.

MARY ANTIN

Forgiveness is the name of love practiced among people who love poorly. The hard truth is that all of us love poorly. We need to forgive and be forgiven every day, every hourunceasingly. That is the great work of love among the fellowship of the weak that is the human family.

HENRI NOUWEN

Penetrating so many secrets, we cease to believe in the unknowable. But there it sits, nevertheless, calmly licking its chops.

H. L. MENCKEN
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Prologue

Sidda is a girl again in the hot heart of Louisiana, the bayou world of Catholic saints and voodoo queens. It is Labor Day, 1959, at Pecan Grove Plantation, on the day of her daddys annual dove hunt. While the men sweat and shoot, Siddas gorgeous mother, Vivi, and her gang of girlfriends, the Ya-Yas, play bourre, a cut-throat Louisiana poker, inside the air-conditioned house. On the kitchen blackboard is scrawled: smoke, drink, never thinkborrowed from Billie Holiday. When the ladies take a break, they feed the Petites Ya-Yas (as Ya-Ya offspring are called) sickly sweet maraschino cherries from the fridge in the wet bar.

That night, after dove gumbo (tiny bird bones floating in Haviland china bowls), Sidda goes to bed. Hours later, she wakes with a gasp from a mean dream. She tiptoes to the side of her mothers bed, but she cannot awaken Vivi from her bourbon-soaked sleep.

She walks barefoot into the humid night, moonlight on her freckled shoulders. Near a huge, live oak tree on the edge of her fathers cotton fields, Sidda looks up into the sky. In the crook of the crescent moon sits the Holy Lady, with strong muscles and a merciful heart. She kicks her splendid legs like the moon is her swing and the sky, her front porch. She waves down at Sidda like she has just spotted an old buddy.

Sidda stands in the moonlight and lets the Blessed Mother love every hair on her six-year-old head. Tenderness flows down from the moon and up from the earth. For one fleeting, luminous moment, Sidda Walker knows there has never been a time when she has not been loved.
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Tap-dancing child abuser. Thats what the Sunday New York Times from March 8, 1993, had called Vivi. The pages of the week-old Leisure Arts section lay scattered on the floor next to Sidda as she curled up in the bed, covers pulled tightly around her, portable phone on the pillow next to her head.

There had been no sign the theater critic would go for blood. Roberta Lydell had been so chummy, so sisterly-seeming during the interview that Sidda had felt shed made a new girlfriend. After all, in her earlier review, Roberta had already proclaimed the production of Women on the Cusp, which Sidda had directed at Lincoln Center, to be a miraculous event in American theater. With subtle finesse, the journalist had lulled Sidda into a cozy false sense of intimacy as she pumped her for personal information.

As Sidda lay in the bed, her cocker spaniel, Hueylene, crawled into the crook formed by her knees. For the past week, the cocker had been the only company Sidda had wanted. Not Connor McGill, her fianc. Not friends, not colleagues. Just the dog shed named in honor of Huey Long.

She stared at the phone. Her relationship with her mother had never been smooth, but this latest episode was disastrous. For the umpteenth time that week, Sidda punched in the number of her parents home at Pecan Grove. For the first time, she actually let it ring through.

At the sound of Vivis hello, Siddas stomach began to cramp.

Mama? Its me.

Without hesitation, Vivi hung up.

Sidda punched automatic redial. Vivi picked up again, but did not speak.

Mama, I know youre there. Please dont hang up. Im so sorry this all happened. Im really, really sorry. I

There is nothing you can say or do to make me forgive you, Vivi said. You are dead to me. You have killed me. Now I am killing you.

Sidda sat up in bed and tried to catch her breath.

Mother, I did not mean for any of this to take place. The woman who interviewed me

I have cut you out of my will. Do not be surprised if I sue you for libel. There are no photographs left of you on any of my walls. Do not

Sidda could see her mothers face, red with anger. She could see how her veins showed lavender underneath her light skin.

Mama, please. I cannot control The New York Times. Did you read the whole thing? I said, My mother, Vivi Abbott Walker, is one of the most charming people in the world.

Charming wounded. You said: My mother is one of the most charming wounded people in the world. And she is also the most dangerous. I have it here in black-and-white, Siddalee.

Did you read the part where I credited you for my creativity? Where I said, My creativity comes in a direct flow from my mother, like the Tabasco she used to spice up our baby bottles. Mama, they ate it up when I talked about how youd put on your tap shoes and dance for us while you fed us in our high chairs. They loved it.

You lying little bitch. They loved it when you said: My mother comes from the old Southern school of child rearing where a belt across a childs bare skin was how you got your point across.

Sidda sucked in her breath.

They loved it, Vivi continued, when they read: Siddalee Walker, articulate, brilliant director of the hit show Women on the Cusp, is no stranger to family cruelty. As the battered child of a tap-dancing child abuser of a mother, she brings to her directing the rare and touching equipoise between personal involvement and professional detachment that is the mark of theatrical genius.

Battered child! This is shit! This is pure character-defaming shit from the most hideous child imaginable!

Sidda could not breathe. She raised her thumb to her mouth and bit the skin around the nail, something she had not done since she was ten years old. She wondered where shed put the Xanax.

Mama, I never meant to hurt you. Many of those words I never even uttered to that damn journalist. I swear, I

You Goddamn self-centered liar! Its no Goddamn wonder every relationship you have falls apart. You know nothing about love. You have a cruel soul. God help Connor McGill. He would have to be a fool to marry you.

Sidda got out of bed, her whole body shaking. She walked to the window of her twenty-second-floor apartment in Manhattan Plaza. From where she stood, she could see the Hudson River. It made her think of the Garnet River in Central Louisiana, and how red its water flowed.

Mama, you bitch, she thought. You devouring, melodramatic bitch. When she spoke, her voice was steely, controlled.

What I said was not exactly a lie, Mother. Or have you forgotten the feel of the belt in your hand?

Sidda could hear Vivis sharp intake of breath. When Vivi spoke, her voice had dropped into a lower register.

My love was a privilege that you abused. I have withdrawn that privilege. You are out of my heart. You are banished to the outer reaches. I wish you nothing but unending guilt.

Sidda heard the dial tone. She knew her mother had broken the connection. But she could not lower the phone from her ear. She stood frozen in place, the sounds of midtown Manhattan down below, the cold March light of the city fading around her.

After years of directing plays in regional theaters from Alaska to Florida, after numerous Off-Off-Broadway productions, Sidda had been ready for the success of Women on the Cusp. When the play finally opened at Lincoln Center that February, it was to unanimous golden reviews. At the age of forty, Sidda was eager to bask in the light of recognition. She had worked on the play with the playwright, May Sorenson, since the plays first reading at the Seattle Rep, Mays home turf. Shed directed not only the Seattle premiere, but productions in San Francisco and Washington, D.C. Connor had designed the sets, and one of her best buddies, Wade Coenen, had done the costumes. The four of them had been a team for years, and Sidda had been thrilled to sit back with her pals and soak up some glory.

Roberta Lydells initial review of the play had fawned over Siddas work:

Siddalee Walker has directed May Sorensons tour de force about mothers and daughters with gutsiness and compassion. In Walkers hands, what could have turned maudlin and overly comic is instead stunning, heartbreaking, and deeply funny. Walker has heard the purest tones of Sorensons rollicking, complex, sad, witty play, and has shaped these tones into a production that is more a force of nature than a stage production. The familyits secrets, its murders, and its miraculous buoyancyis alive and well at Lincoln Center. The American theater has both May Sorenson and Siddalee Walker to thank for it.

How could Sidda have known, a month later, that Roberta Lydell would snake her way into her psyche, extracting information that Sidda normally shared with only her therapist and best friends?

After the offending profile, Vivi and Shep, Siddas father, and the rest of her family canceled their block of tickets to the play. Sidda set aside the elaborate plans shed made for their visit. She often dreamed of Vivi crying. Dreams from which she herself woke crying. Sidda did not hear from her brother Little Shep, or her sister, Lulu. She heard nothing from her father.

The only relative she heard from was her baby brother, Baylor. He said, Its nuclear, Sidd-o. Vivi Dahlin always wanted to be in The New York Times, but this aint what she had in mind. You could give her your blood and she wouldnt forgive you. Besides, youre the one whos the star, not her. And its killing her.

And Daddy? Sidda had asked. Why hasnt he called?

Are you kidding? Baylor said. Mamas got him under her thumb. I asked him why he didnt at least drop you a note. You know what he said? He said: Im the one who has to live with Vivi Walker.

Sidda did not want to hang up the phone after her baby brother said this. She wanted someone to shake her out of this feeling of being orphaned. She wrote Vivi:

April 18, 1993

Dear Mama,

Please forgive me. I never meant to cause you pain. But its my life, Mama. I need to be able to talk about it.

I miss you. I miss your voice, your crazy sense of humor. I miss your love. It breaks my heart to know that you have divorced me. Please try to understand that I cannot control what other people write. Please know that I love you. Im not asking you to stop being angry. Im just asking you not to cut me out of your heart.

Sidda

The personal publicity from the profile on Sidda boosted ticket sales. Women on the Cusp became an even bigger hit. Sidda was featured in Time magazine in a piece on women in theater. She was hired by American Playhouse to direct the television adaptation, and CBS was on the phone to her agent about series work. Theaters across the country whod turned her down for years were now begging her to direct shows for them.

In the midst of all this, May had acquired the theatrical rights to Clare Boothe Luces The Women and was adapting it into a musical. The Seattle Rep had been awarded a sizable grant to hire May, Sidda, Connor, and Wade to do a workshop production.

As the date for their temporary move to Seattle approached, Siddas neck was in constant spasm. She felt like a walking nerve end. She did not know which hurt worse: the spasms in her neck or the sadness that was released when Connor massaged her. Sidda had the life shed always dreamed of: she was a hot director, engaged to marry a man she adored. But all she wanted to do was lie in bed, eat Kraft Macaroni and Cheese, and hide from the alligators.

Just before leaving for Seattle, she tried a different approach with Vivi. She wrote:



June 30, 1993

Dear Mama,

I know youre still furious with me. But I need your help. I will be directing a musical version of Clare Boothe Luces The Women in Seattle and I have no idea where to begin. You know everything about female friendship. Youve been bosom buddies with Caro, Necie, and Teensy for over fifty years. You are the expert. And your innate sense of drama is unimpeachable. It would be enormously helpful if you could send me ideas, memoriesanything about your life with the Ya-Yas. If you dont want to do it for me, do it for the American theater. Please.

Love,
Sidda

Sidda and Connor left for Seattle in mid-July. As she stepped onto the plane, Sidda told herself: I have a great life. Im marrying the man I love on December 18. My career is taking off. I am successful. I have friends who celebrate my success. Everything is fine, really it is.


In the middle of the night of August 8, 1993, while the moon outside her window shone down onto the glassy surface of Lake Washington, Siddalee Walker gasped and woke in a sweat. Eyes wet, mouth dry as sand, skin itching, she knew for certain that her Connor, her beloved, had died in his sleep as he lay in the bed beside her.

I know it, she thought. He has left me. He is gone. Forever.

Every atom of Siddas rigid body strained to discern if Connor was still breathing. Her tears came in hot, silent stabs, and the crazy drumming of her own heart drowned out all other sounds.

She pressed her face against her lovers. When the tears from Siddas eyes dropped onto Connors chin, he woke up. The first thing he did was kiss her.

Love you, Sidd-o, he murmured, still half-asleep. Love you, Sweet Pea.

Such a sudden sign of life startled her, and Sidda jumped.

Sidd-o, Connor whispered, whats wrong?

He sat up, pulled her toward his chest, and wrapped his arms around her.

Its all right, Sidda. Everythings fine.

She let him hold her, but she did not believe that everything was fine. After a while, she lay back down beside him and pretended to sleep. She lay that way for three hours, praying. Holy Mary, she whispered silently, Soother of Troubled Hearts, pray for me. Help me.


When the sun rose over the Cascade Mountains and angry crows noisily fought in the Douglas firs, Sidda stepped out onto the deck with Hueylene. It was a cold gray August morning in Seattle.

When she and the cocker stepped back inside, Sidda knelt down and rubbed the dog on her belly. Maybe, she thought, Im a woman destined to love only dogs.

She walked into the bedroom and kissed Connor on the forehead.

He smiled when he opened his eyes. She looked at his blue eyes, and thought how they were always darker when he first woke up.

I have to postpone the wedding, Connor.

Connor. Just listen to me, please, she said, sick at the expression on his face. I dont know if I can bear it.

Bear what?

The fact that youre going to die and leave me alone.

I am? he asked.

Yes, you are. Eventually. I dont know when and I dont know how. But its going to happen. And I dont know if I can bear it. Last night you stopped breathing. Or at least I thought you did.

Connor stared at her. Sidda Walker was finely wired. He knew this. He loved this.

My God, Sidda. Im in perfect health. I didnt stop breathing last night, I was sleeping. You know what a deep sleeper I am.

Sidda turned to look at him.

I woke up last night and I was convinced you had died.

He lifted his hand to her cheek. She turned away, and kept her eyes focused on her hands, which sat clenched in her lap.

I cannot bear to feel the way I felt last night ever again. I do not want to be left.

What is this all about, Sidda?

Connor pulled back the covers and got out of bed. His tall, lanky body had the wrinkles of sleep, and he smelled like cotton and dreams. He was forty-five years old, fit, agile, light on his feet.

Hueylene thumped her tail against the wood floor. Connor reached down and stroked her. Then he knelt down on the floor in front of Sidda and took her hands in his.

Sidda, its not news that Im going to die one of these days. You are too. This is not news, Sweet Pea.

Sidda tried to take a deep breath. Its news to me, she said.

Youre spooked, arent you?

Sidda nodded.

Is it the thing with your mother?

No, she said. This has nothing whatever to do with my mother.

You know, he said, I have to deal with the fact that youre going to kick the bucket one of these days too, Sidda. I mean, you could die before I do. I could be the one who is left.

No, thats not how it will happen.

Connor stood up. He took a green flannel bathrobe off the rocker and wrapped it around his body. Sidda followed Connors every move with her eyes.

You want to call the whole thing off? he asked softly. Is this some polite Louisiana way of telling me its over?

She got up from the bed and went to him, wrapping her arms around his waist, leaning her head into his chest. The top of her head fit neatly under his chin.

No, she whispered, I dont want us to be over, Connor. I love you. I will always love you. Im sorry for this.

Connor lowered his head next to hers. Sidda could feel his heart beating.

How long we talking here, Sid?

I dont know. Not long. I dont know.

He broke away and walked to the window.

Sidda waited, terrified she might have pushed too far.

Im not interested in hanging out in limbo forever, he said, staring out at the Cascade Mountains. Dont mess with me, Sidda. Im not a masochist.

Please God, she prayed, dont let me lose Connor.

All right, he said, finally turning back to her. Okay. Im not happy about it. But all right.

They crawled back into bed, and Sidda curled against Connor. They lay that way for a long time, without speaking. It had taken four years of friendship, four years of working together in the theater, before she would admit she had loved him from the first day they met. Shed been directing a production at the Goodman Theater in Chicago, and Connor had been the scenic designer. Shed wanted to kiss him the first time she saw him. Something about his slow smile, the shape of his jaw, that long, lean body, that imagination. Something athletic and relaxed about the way he moved, something unhurried about his whole attitude.

Now, cuddled against each other, Hueylenes adoring face propped on the edge of the bed staring up at them, Sidda sighed.

I thought I might go away for a little while. When we arrived in Seattle, May offered me her familys cabin at Lake Quinault, on the Olympic Peninsula.

How far is that from Seattle?

About three hours, I think.

Connor studied her face.

Okay, he said. Reaching over to rub Hueylenes ears, he said, Are you taking the governor with you or can she stay with me?

Id like to take her along, Sidda said.

Connor brought his lips to Siddas, and kissed her long and slow. She felt herself being pulled into a warm, fluid place. Sex heals, she told herself, anxiety kills. It was a struggle for her to surrender to such pleasure, such comfort.


Four months before she was to have married Connor, Sidda felt a heavy black stone inside her chest blocking the radiance. Her limbs felt tense, as though she were keeping vigil. As though she were locked in an endless Lenten season, waiting for the boulder to be rolled back from the opening of the cave.
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Vivi Walker walked down the tree-lined drive at Pecan Grove to get the mail. She had been lying on the window seat in the den, reading a novel and listening to Barbra Streisand when she heard the mail truck turn around. At sixty-seven, she was still fit from playing tennis twice a week. Shed put on five pounds since shed tried to quit smoking, but she still could have passed for a much younger woman. Her legs, though not tan, were muscular and strong. Her subtly colored ash-blonde hair was cut in a French bob, and over it she wore an expensive black straw hat of the best weave, which she had bought thirty-five years ago. She wore linen shorts, a crisp white blouse, and tennis shoes. Her jewelry consisted of a single twenty-four-karat-gold bracelet, her wedding ring, and a pair of tiny diamond earrings. This was her summer uniform, and had been since anybody in Cenla could remember.

Catalogs from every outdoor outfitter in the country filled the mailbox. Shep Walker, her husband, would never get over the country-boy thrill of mail order. There was a bill from Whalens of Thornton, where Vivi had just charged a gorgeous new white silk pantsuit.

And there was a gray envelope, nice paper, postmarked Seattle. When she saw her oldest daughters handwriting, her stomach tightened. If Sidda was asking for Ya-Ya-rabilia again, the answer was no. She wasnt giving that child anything, not after the way shed been hurt. Standing in the driveway, Vivi slit open the envelope with her thumbnail, took a deep breath, and began to read.

The letter read:

August 10, 1993

Dear Mama and Daddy,

I have decided to postpone my wedding to Connor. I wanted to tell you before you hear it from someone else. I know how word spreads in Thornton.

My problem is, I just dont know what Im doing. I dont know how to love.

Anyway, thats the news.

Love,
Sidda

Shit, Vivi thought. Shit, shit, shit.

Back inside her kitchen, Vivi pulled a stool and climbed up to reach the out-of-the-way cabinet where shed hidden a pack of cigarettes. Stopping herself, she carefully climbed down. Reaching up to her cookbook shelf, she pulled out her roux-splattered copy of River Roads Recipes and opened it to page 103. There, next to Mrs. Hansen Scobees recipe for crawfish touffe, was the photograph of Sidda and Connor that Sidda had sent when she announced her engagement. It was the only photo Vivi hadnt destroyed. She studied the photo for a moment, put a piece of Nicorette gum in her mouth, and reached for the phone.

A half hour later, she popped the Barbra Streisand CD out of the player, snatched up her purse, climbed into her navy-blue Jeep Cherokee, and sped off down the long drive that led from Pecan Grove to the wider world.


Necie and Caro had already arrived at Teensys house when Vivi pulled up. Teensys maid, Shirley, had pulled together some sandwiches and two thermoses of Bloody Marys. Climbing into Teensys red convertible Saab, they took the same positions they had been taking in Teensys convertibles since 1941: Teensy behind the wheel; Vivi, shotgun; Necie just behind the driver; and Caro in the backseat behind Vivi. Unlike in the old days, Caro did not kick her feet up on the seat back in front of her. Not because she was worried about propriety, but because she was traveling these days with a portable oxygen tank. She didnt need to use it all the time, but it had to be near, just in case.

Teensy turned the air conditioner to high, and the Ya-Yas took turns reading Siddas letter. When they had all finished, Teensy put down the top and Vivi slipped the Barbra Streisand CD into the CD player. Each of the women put on a hat, scarf, and sunglasses. Then they blasted off in the direction of Spring Creek.

All right, Vivi said. I stood there at the mailbox and began composing a prayeran ultra-tomato, as Sidda used to call ultimatums. I said, Listen, Ole Padnah. Not Please listen. Just Listen.

I thought you only prayed to Mother Most Merciful, cher, Teensy said. Didnt you eighty-six the Old Fart?

Please, Teensy, Necie said, stop it. You do that just to shock me.

Well, thats true, Vivi explained. I did give up on God the Fatherthe Ole Padnahas Shep calls Him. But I just thought in this case I better cover all my bases.

Always a good idea, Caro said.

It can never hurt to keep praying to them all is what I say, said Necie, the only one who still thought the Pope wasnt senile. Since the Holy Trinity does still exist, even though yall have reinvented the Catholic religion to suit yourselves.

Come on, Necie, Teensy said. Dont get preachy. You know were all still Catholic girls au coeur.

I just think its a little gauche to refer to God Almighty as the Old Fart, thats all, Necie said.

Bien, bien, Teensy said. Dont get carried away, Saint Denise.

Vivi unscrewed a thermos and poured the Bloody Mary mixture into a plastic go-cup. Caro Dahlin, Vivi said, reaching back over the seat to hand the cup to Caro.

Teensy, Vivi said, lets take the old road instead of the interstate, what you say?

Sure, Bb, Teensy said.

The old road was a single-lane state road that cut through farming country, and wound around part of Bayou Ovelier. It was quieter than the interstate, and cooler, too, with trees on either side.

I figure God owes me extra favors with Sidda, since He took her twin, Vivi said. I mean, dont I qualify for a discount?

Yes, you do, Necie said. Sidda gets to have all the favors God would have granted the twin if he had lived.

So there, Caro said. Sister Mary Necie Explains It All For You.

Teensy, Vivi said, are you The Designated?

Hell, no, Teensy said.

They could check us into The Betty for this, Vivi said as she poured Teensy a drink and carefully handed it to her.

They could check us into The Betty for a lot of things, Teensy said, steadying the wheel. Teensy had christened The Betty Ford Center The Betty years ago, and now it was part of the Ya-Ya lexicon.

Necie? Vivi asked, raising her go-cup. Sippie-poo?

Just a drop.

Tell Babs to pipe down, will you? Caro said. I cant hear what yall are saying with her carrying on like that.

Teensy adjusted the volume on the CD player, and caught Caros eye in the rearview mirror.

They make them so they dont even show, you know, Caro.

For the umpteenth time, Teensy, I do not need a hearing aid.

Vivi turned her head to face Caro and began mouthing words with no sounds. Necie immediately and silently joined in.

Crazy fools! Caro laughed. Yall cut that out!

I am still mad as hell at Siddalee Walker. Vivi took a long sip of her Bloody Mary. Slaughtering my reputation in the largest newspaper in the country. Who wouldnt be livid? But I am picking up beeps on my Mama-radar.

I say always listen to your beeps, Necie said.

It was that photograph, Vivi said. This engagement-announcement picture, she added, slipping the photograph out of her purse. She handed it over the back of the seat.

She looked so stunning in that shot, Necie said, even if it was rather casual for an engagement announcement.

No, look at that picture, Vivi said to her friends.

Caro and Necie both studied the photograph, then handed it to Teensy, who was snapping her fingers in a command to have the image passed to her.

Caro was whistling Bachs Brandenburg No. 6. Suddenly, in the middle of a measure, she said, Its the smile.

Exactement! Vivi said, turning around in her seat. Siddalee Walker has not smiled like that in a photograph since she was ten years old.

Teensy signaled and slowed down as they approached an old grocery store, its front gallery caving in on itself. The building had been taken over with kudzu, and vines grew out of the rusted Esso pumps like strange Medusa hair.

Then Teensy turned left onto a smaller road, where the canopy of the live oaks on either side met in the middle at many spots, so that the four women felt they were entering a magic tunnel. These trees were old sixty years ago, when the women were children. They grew silent and let the old trees wrap around them.

Not one of them could have said how many trips they had made under these trees on the way to Spring Creek. First as little girls with their parents, then with dates and each other, stealing gas-ration stamps to reach the sacred creek waters. Then all the summers when the kids were growing up, when theyd stay a full two or three months, putting on makeup only when their husbands came out on weekends.

Shes smiling that smile they smile before they grow bosoms, Teensy said.

The kind you smile for yourself, not the guy with the Goddamn camera, Caro said.

I had that smile too, Vivi said. I know I did. Before I worried about my freckles and holding in my stomach.

The Goddamn sonavabitch point is that Sidda isnt posing, for Gods sake, Caro said. Shes not impersonating a woman whos getting engaged.

Caro, Necie said, you sound sosostrident.

Caro reached her hand over to Necies and squeezed it gently.

Necie, Pal, Im sixty-seven years old. I can be strident if I fucking feel like it.

Malissa says her therapist says I am afraid of stridency. She says I am addicted to sweetness. I do not understand why it is an addiction simply because I do my best to think pretty pink and blue thoughts, Necie said.

Caro lifted Necies hand and gave it a quick kiss before pulling back into herself.

Never listen to your childs therapist, Caro said.

Wait until their kids therapists start weighing in, Vivi said. Oh, revenge will be sweet.

Necie was smiling and looking at Caro, who now sat with her eyes closed.

Vivi was wondering if her own mother, Buggy, ever smiled like that. She remembered a picture shed found with Buggys things after shed died. An old picture from around 1916. Her mother had this huge bow in her hair and was staring soberly into the camera. On the back she had written her name. Not Buggy or Mrs. Taylor C. Abbott, the only two things Vivi ever heard her called. But Mary Katherine Bowman, her real name.

Maman used to smile like Siddas smiling there, Teensy said, gesturing to the photograph, which now lay on Vivis lap.

What does my smile look like now? Vivi wondered. Can you reclaim that free-girl smile, or is it like virginityonce you lose it, thats it?


At the creek, the women got out of the car. Necie carried the basket of food, and Teensy pulled a fresh thermos of Bloody Marys from the trunk. Without offering, Vivi helped Caro with her oxygen tank, and without acknowledgment Caro accepted her help. The four Ya-Yas walked down a short path, then slowly, carefully scrambled down to the creekbank, where Vivi spread out an old pink-checked blanket. They lowered themselves into sitting positions on the blanket, and listened for a moment to the insects.

Thank God for this cool spell, Caro said. Otherwise, we would be barbecued.

Willow trees and cottonwoods leaned out over the creek, and behind those trees were loblolly pines. The sun was long past its prime, but still it was hot.

Necie handed out Shirleys oyster muffalettos on fresh French bread. Teensy poured each of them a refill on drinks.

What should we do with Siddas request for us to help her with the Clare Boothe Luce play? Vivi asked. The nerve of that little bitch asking for our Ya-Ya-rabilia. She must be kidding. After what shes done to me, I wouldnt send her a g.d. recipe for tuna-noodle casserole.

Well, Id be really flattered! Necie said. But thats just my opinion. My daughters only ask for municipal bonds.

We would be helping the cause of legitimate theater, Teensy said.

The kid knows prime source material when she sees it, Caro said.

We are nothing like those cats in The Women, Vivi said. They hated each other. And we were only children when that movie came out.

Mere bbs, Teensy said.

But we do have a sense of history, Necie said. Wasnt Norma Shearer wonderful in that movie? They dont make actresses like her anymore.

To Ya-Ya-rabilia, Caro said, raising her cup in a toast.

What? Vivi asked.

Life is short, Pal, Caro said. Send the scrapbook.

It is not my fault if shes chickening out of her wedding, Vivi said. I am not sending her my scrapbook.

Im the godmother, Caro said. Send the Divine Secrets.

It would be the well-mannered thing to do, Necie said.

Send the Divine Secrets, cher, Teensy said. Send it tout de suite.

Vivi looked at each of her friends. Finally, she raised her glass.

To Ya-Ya-rabilia, Vivi said, and raised her glass.

Then, each of them in turn met each others eyes as they clinked glasses. This is a cardinal Ya-Ya rule: you must meet each persons eyes while clinking glasses in a toast. Otherwise, the ritual has no meaning, its just pure show. And that is something the Ya-Yas are not.
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Back at Pecan Grove that night, Vivi sat in her bedroom. The air conditioner was on, the ceiling fan was whirring, and the windows were thrown wide open to the night sounds of the bayou. She turned off the bedside lamp and lit a candle in front of her Mary statue.

Mother, Most Merciful, she prayed, hear me in my prayer. You are the Queen of the Moon and the Stars. I dont know what Im the queen of anymore.

There is no excuse for that period in my life. These days, if you start to drop your basket, somebody sees it coming. And you fly off to someplace sweet like The Betty before things get too bad. Those days, well, those days I took the Goddamn Dexamyl, and confessed to the priest three times a week. Those days there was no Oprah.

That Sunday afternoon I had my husbands belt, the one with SHEP tooled in leather, the ruby set in the sterling-silver buckle, a sterling-silver tip on the other end. When I beat my children, the worst marks would have come from where that silver tip landed.

I can see their beautiful bodies as they were that day. I have been told what I did. Their baby bodies were such naked, easy targets.

Can you see the scar on Siddas body now? Does Connor McGill see it when he loves her? If I could pass my hand over my daughters back, over that entire Lent, over entire seasons of her childhood, I would erase it all. But I cannot do the godlike things I wish I could. This may be the only thing in my life I have learned.

Sidda should have stopped me. But she stood there and took it. Like I did, as a girl, with Father.

Does she dream of the leather against her thigh, against that spot on her shoulder?

And then I left. When I came back from the hospital that nobody called a hospital, we said I had been tired, that I had needed to rest. No explanation, ever. It was never discussed.

It was not the only time I hit them. But it is the only time I hit so hard they bled. It is the only time that Sidda lost control of her bladder.

I made Caro tell me this. I made my best friend tell me what I did.

Does she still sleep with all the covers pulled tight under her chin, a second pillow clenched in one arm, her other arm flung over her head? Does she wake with her old nightmares, gasping for air? Have I done this to her? Will I never be absolved? When she was little, I told her that her twin brother who died was her special guardian angel. Does she still believe that?

Is it my punishment now to watch my oldest one turn away from love? Holy Mary, you are a Mother, Lady of the Fields and Prairies. Give me some kind of sign, will you? Some kind of comfort. Indemnify me, too, while youre at it, will you? Must I carry my daughter inside me all my life? Must I be responsible for her till the day I die? I do not want this guilt, I do not want this weight.

Mary, Mother of the Motherless, intercede on my behalf. Make God listen like only you can. Take this message to your Son:

Jesus Christ, Our Savior and Lord, bend your ear to Our Holy Mother as she beseeches you on my behalf. Im still mad as hell at my loudmouth daughter, but Im willing to bargain. Here are my terms: You stop Sidda from chickening out of love, and Ill quit drinking. Till the day she and Connor say I do. And Ill throw in the Ya-Ya-rabilia too. I hear you laughing. Knock it off. This time Im serious.

Make Siddalee turn around and walk through the fire. If she starts that I-dont-know-how-to-love crap, dont fall for it.

One caveat: they have to get married before October 31, got it? No abstinence guarantees past Halloween. Its August now. You have plenty of time.

Let my oldest smile that real smile.

Through the intercession of Our Lady of Shooting Stars, I pray. Amen.

After she made the Sign of the Cross, Vivi lit a cigarette. She wasnt supposed to smoke inside the house, she wasnt supposed to smoke at all, but hell, Shep wasnt home. She thought better with that red tip glowing in the dark. Her bedroom was dark. She made the Sign of the Cross again, this time with her cigarette, and when she did, it gave her an idea.

She walked down the hall to the kitchen, and opened her firecracker drawer, the one where she stashed firecrackers from New Years and Fourth of July. She kept a supply around for special, unofficial celebrations. Vivi pulled out two sparklers and carried them outside with her.

No one else was home at Pecan Grove. Vivi walked down to the edge of the bayou and lit her sparklers. She watched the little slivers of light as they shot out into the night sky.

Then she began to wave them around in the air, and, without questioning why, she began to run up and down the bayou, holding the sparklers up above her head.

If anyone sees me, theyll say, Well, its finally happening. Vivi Abbott Walker has gone over the edge. What they dont know is that I went over the edge years ago, and lived to tell the tale. Although not to many.

Vivi ran until she was almost breathless, then she stopped and held the two sparklers out in front of her. Staring at them, she thought: These are all I have. I do not have the wide, bright beacon of some solid old lighthouse, guiding ships safely home, past the jagged rocks. I only have these little glimmers that flicker and then go out. Let me see my daughter like my mother could never see me. Let her see me, too.


Back in her room, she lit another candle and set it with the sparkler stubs in front of her statue of the Virgin Mary. Then she wiped off her feet and climbed into bed.

Ill burn the candle for my daughter all night while I sleep, she thought. I dont care what the fire department says about fire hazards. I have lived through fire before.
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