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Praise for T. R. Pearson’s  A Short History of a Small Place

“Neely is a speck on the map in North Carolina, and the narrator is Louis Benfield, a youth not a wry as Holden Caufield, but certainly as observant, and with a bigger, even sadder heart ... a remarkably funny book ... more than an impressive debut; it is an accomplishment.”

—The New York Times

 

“T. R. Pearson’s charming, undauntable first novel is about human decency: the unrecognized variety that cures insomnia and occasionally insures a ticket to heaven.... There’s an archaic heartfelt element to A Short Hutory-disarmingly kind and unabashedly funny—that rings of the essence of the Southern tradition of literature.... But then the people of the town don’t die, they ‘succumb’; they have relations instead of sex; and they ’hold silent counsel’ when a less complicated soul would just sit and think a spell. It is this charming deference to language—to regional homilies and, consequently, to truth—that gives the novel its freedom and compassion: the sense of lying on a hot porch in the afternoon and listening to someone special and very, very wise. There are less levelheaded educations to be had in the world than sitting captive at this father’s Knee.”

-The Boston Globe

 

“Pearson’s is a different and distinctive voice and a most welcome one. In this novel his talent shows sparks of genius.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

 

“T. R. Pearson has a perfectly pitched comic voice that transforms the humblest daily activities into the zaniest and most significant events.”

-Newsday

 

“There are several enchanting characters: Benfield’s mother washes dishes whenever she is upset and gets so depressed in February that her husband has to take her out to dinner at the Holiday Inn. The first loud belly laugh hits on page 18, and funny stuff comes with great regularity after that.”

— People

 

“Like an inspired organist barreling through the point and counterpoint of a baroque fugue, T R. Pearson of North Carolina pulls out the stops on this, his exuberant first novel. Looking for humor? Lordy, does he give you humor, the kind you want to read aloud to somebody. Interested in irony and a deft handling of regional vernacular? He gives you that also in satisfying proportion. ... So do yourself a favor and pack this one into your vacation bag.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

 

“Begs to be read aloud. It has that oral quality and ballad rhythm that winds and repeats refrains and rolls out like old hymns in a country church with a pump organ background.... It’s fun and funny and you’ll laugh aloud a lot. ... Pearson obviously is one of those writers on whom nothing is ever lost.”

—The Columbra State (South Carolina)

“Pull up a chair, pour yourself a tall drink, and take the phone off the hook—T. R. Pearson’s remarkable first novel will take you hostage for a day.... A triumph. Pearson takes the ordinary and makes it extraordinary, and in so doing establishes himself as a major new Southern novelist.”

—The Rrchmond News Leader (Virginia)

 

“As a Tarheel myself, I take warm, proud, and chuckling pleasure in welcoming Tom Pearson into the rambunctious mead hall of North Carolina writers. He is a young novelist of capacious gifts—a good ear, a large heart, and a tireless imagination. Like Lee Smith, he’s stepping into the venerable line of the best tall tale tellers of Southern oral history. A Short History of a Small Place is both outrageously funny and touching, as it reminds us, yes, you can go home again, and Lord, what a wonderfully peculiar place home is.”

—Michael Malone

 

“T. R. Pearson writes laugh-out-loud comedy with a poet’s touch. He is a master of the rhythms of Southern speech.... May well become one of this century’s superstars of fiction.”—Olive Ann Burns

 

“I adored A Short History of a Small Place and I am sure it will have a long history in a lot of places. Rich in character and strong of plot, Tom Pearson’s first novel is a glorious accomplishment. Even better, it’s fun to read.”

—Rita Mae Brown

 

“Tom Pearson has dealt a magnificent literary full house. What a voice! What a view! The whole book is a sort of austere riot. I loved it!”—Barry Hannah

 

“T. R. Pearson’s well-paced novel is a readable, off-hand, informal, unpretentious story of a likeable small town Southern family ingeniously told with keen insight and uncontrived humor. Good reading!”—Erskine Caldwell

 

“A Short History of a Small Place is a rare reading experience—emotion and humor are stirred on almost every page. As long as T. R. Pearson is writing and I predict he will write and write, the fine art of Southern storytelling cannot die.”—Eugenia Price

 

“A Short History of a Small Place is Tristram Shandy rediscovered In North Carolina, still chatting like Scheherazade. T. R. Pearson has built a machine of original sounds that is driven by passion and secrets.”

—John Calvin Batchelor

 

“T. R. Pearson spent time toiling as a house painter while working at his craft. On the evidence of his first novel, let me suggest that those who once hired him to paint their walls beseech him to hurry back and sign them.”

—Gordon Lish
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DADDY SAID it was a bedsheet, a fitted bedsheet, and he said she was wearing it up on her shoulders like a cape with two of the corners knotted around her neck. She was standing barefoot on an oak stump, he said, standing on the one nearest the front walk where there was ordinarily a clay pot of geraniums, and he said her hair was mostly braided and bunned up in the back but for some few squirrel-colored strands of it that had worked their way loose and hung kind of wild and scraggly down across her forehead and almost to her nose. She was talking, he said. Then he stopped himself and creased the newspaper twice and put it in his lap, and he changed it to ranting, full-fledged bad-planking-in-the-attic ranting. It was something about Creon, he said, something about Creon and the stink of corpses.

Momma came from out of the kitchen and stood there in the doorway of what Daddy called the sitting room where he had his chair, his magazine hamper and his RCA television, and where Momma kept her drop-leaf maple table which none of us had ever eaten from, not even at Christmas, and which was cluttered up with three shoe boxes, Grandma Yount’s crystal punch bowl, an assortment of odd-sized fliers  from the A&P and the Big Apple, and a set of decorative scales that had mysteriously struck a balance between the one pan full of rubber grapes and waxed bananas and the other containing a forty-watt light bulb, eight cents in pennies, and three unrelated buttons. Momma crossed her arms over her apron bib and worked the small of her back against the edge of the doorframe. Daddy drew a Tareyton out of the pack in his shirtpocket and looked straight at me and talked straight at Momma and said, “Madness.”

Daddy was afflicted by what Momma called an involvement with tobacco, which seemed to mean that he was always either smoking, had just smoked, or was preparing to smoke a Tareyton. Momma considered smoking to be a grave liability and she tried to purge Daddy of the habit along with the rest of his vices, and even though she was greatly successful in preventing him from saying “goddam” on Sunday, the best she could do with his passion for Tareytons was to negotiate an agreement which prevented Daddy from carrying any means of making fire. So as he lay the filter end of the cigarette on his bottom lip with one hand, he searched between the arm and the cushion of his chair with two fingers of the other and shortly brought out a perfectly good pack of safety matches. Momma just kept scratching her back on the doorframe and didn’t even bother to sour up her face. Sheer and uncompromising necessity had made Daddy a wizard of a sort and she had seen him produce books and boxes of matches from most every seam and niche not just in our house but all over town, and more than once I myself had watched him turn over a rock at Tadlock’s pond and pluck a full, unweathered matchbox out from among the ants and the night-crawlers. As a courtesy to Momma, Daddy blew the smoke mostly across his chin and onto his shirtfront. He dropped the spent match into his cigarette pack.

He said Everet Little, the jailor’s boy, was riding the iron gate in and out of the yard and half the town was standing up snug against the fence watching her jig on the lawn and cut capers on the oak stump where the geraniums should have been. Aunt Willa Bristow was up on the porch, he said, but she never came down to retrieve her, never even came out from the shadows hard up against the house, and he said she danced as tireless and light as a child all across the yard and up onto the stump and off again, and she brought the hem of the bedsheet up  under her nose and played out what Daddy called the siege of Thebes, taking all of the voices herself and making the likes of a swordfight by beating together a hickory branch and a piece of a staub. Folks were quiet, he said, and polite and they leaned up easy against the fence with their forearms through the palings and their faces drained of most every expression except for an unexcited and slightly critical strain of curiosity like they were seeing something they’d expected, maybe even paid for.

He said every so often she’d break off whatever she was in the middle of, be it swordplay or some puffed up oration on the agony of kingliness, and she’d work her arms up and down, quivering them in the air, and say, “Putrefaction, putrefaction, sniff it on the breeze, ripeness and death,” and Daddy said her voice was all shaky and inhuman. It sounded ghostly, he said, and a little ominous too, so people obliged her by sniffing and snorting and got for their trouble the stink of the Dan River Paper Mill, which Daddy said was slightly more potent than a pile of carcasses.

He stopped himself short, got up and loosened the window screen, and launched his cigarette butt into the sideyard; Momma did not allow them to linger in the house. And before he could come away from the window and sit back down, she grabbed up the one ashtray we owned—an oversized scallop shell with “Graveyard of the Atlantic” painted across the bowl of it in bold black letters—and took it off to the kitchen where she rinsed it out and washed the ashes down the drain. Daddy had to fetch it back himself, part of Momma’s unspoken and utterly unsuccessful policy. We heard him snatch it out from the dish drainer and he began to whistle the first few phrases of “Mona Lisa” as he toweled it off. Momma just stiffened some and Daddy wasn’t hardly back down in the chairseat before he started fumbling at his shirtpocket and scratching around beneath the cushion.

He said that animal of hers was pawing at the screen door to get out and setting up a fierce racket with all of his screeching and chattering, and he said Aunt Willa would give the siding by the doorframe a ferocious wallop with the heel of her shoe and that would shut him up for minutes at a time, but then he would set in to slapping at the screen again and hooting worse than ever. Daddy didn’t know when Aunt Willa first started talking. He said he just picked her voice out from the general uproar behind the screen door and on the stump, and he said it wasn’t much more than a voice since Aunt Willa, who is an inky color  anyway, stayed lost in the shadows underneath the porch awning.

“Come on h‘yer, Miss Pettigrew,” she said. “Come on back to the house.” And Daddy said it was altogether the most weary and bloodless tone he’d ever heard from a human. He said that animal chattered and slapped at the screen and Miss Pettigrew wailed and fluttered on the lawn and Aunt Willa just talked in a Hat, dogged, openly hopeless voice. “Come on h’yer, Miss Pettigrew,” she said. “Come on back to the house.” And Daddy said all the folks along the fence picked up their faces and tried to find Aunt Willa in the shadows on the porch and Everet Little dragged his foot and stopped the gate to look and that creature beat the screen door with all ten knuckles but Miss Pettigrew just flapped her bedsheet and kept on ranting, he called it.

Daddy said he didn’t imagine anybody sent after Sheriff Burton but that he had probably seen the crowd from his courthouse window and had come nosing in on his own. He was a man who was fond of paraphernalia, Daddy said, and as he edged his way toward the gate he used his arms to clear out a berth for his pistol butt and the shaft of his nightstick. He had a badge on his hat and a badge on his shirtpocket and a badge in a wallet on his left hip, and Daddy said he, was dripping with bullets, festooned with them, he said.

Daddy said Sheriff Burton’s first official act was to tell Everet Little gates weren’t made to be swung on, and Daddy said that cowed Everet some and he stepped down onto the sidewalk where he made out to be enchanted with the workings of the latch. Miss Pettigrew was fresh off her stump, he said, and had just recently set out on a high-stepping tour of the front lawn which Daddy imagined was meant to serve as a kind of airy distraction from the ponderous and dismal goings on at Thebes. Sheriff Burton went after her, he said, chased her down along the sideyard, across the front of the house, up the walkway, and then back along the fence where Daddy said folks watched the two of them go by with the same sort of detached and curious expressions as before except for the hint of merriment, and he said the good money was on Miss Pettigrew who was pulling away from the sheriff with her bedsheet sailing and popping behind her.

Aside from being naturally soft and mealy, Daddy said Sheriff Burton was probably a little too much encumbered with the implements of law enforcement to have the chance of being nimble. He couldn’t take  half a step without the leather creaking and the metal jangling, and when he tried to run, Daddy said he was extremely musical and put himself in some peril what with all of his free-swinging attachments threatening to beat him senseless. So he drew up short alongside of the fence, Daddy said, and took hold of his knees while he waited for Miss Pettigrew to sprint back around to him. This was an unpopular tactic with the crowd who considered it shameful enough for their sheriff to have been beaten in a footrace by a woman nearly twice his age and saw no call for him to become unsporting in defeat and humiliate himself further. So when he latched onto Miss Pettigrew’s arm as she tried to dash by him, Sheriff Burton had to suffer what Daddy called public ignominy.

Daddy said he’d never seen anything wither and shrivel away like Miss Pettigrew’s spirit when she felt Sheriff Burton’s hand on her arm. Every bit of liveliness shrunk off from her, he said, and she deflated right there on the spot. He said the exhilaration had put some blush in her cheeks and her vigor had seemed to flesh her out some, but Daddy said when the sheriff touched her she became all tallowy again, and frail and slight and painfully ancient looking.

The sheriff nudged her a little and said, “Let’s you and me go to the house, Miss Pettigrew,” and Daddy said she made a feeble noise in her throat and let him take her wherever he would. He helped her up the steps and onto the porch and Daddy said when that creature saw them coming he screeched and chattered most wildly and gave the screen door a ferocious beating with the leathery sides of both hands. The sheriff didn’t offer Aunt Willa charge of Miss Pettigrew as far as Daddy could tell. He took it upon himself to see her into the house, and Daddy said when he opened the screen door, that monkey bolted for the front lawn and would have been out and gone toward Africa if Aunt Willa hadn’t cut him off at the lip of the porch and scooped him up in both arms. And that was a sight, Daddy said, to see Aunt Willa there on the edge of the sunlight in her smock and with her usual grim expression lurking underneath the brim of what used to be Mr. Bristow’s fedora and her arms full of Miss Pettigrew’s monkey who had a hat of his own, a porkpie with a chin strap, and a plaid sportcoat, and a toothy ape face that was altogether as sour and unpleasant as Aunt Willa’s.

Daddy said Sheriff Burton came out directly and as he passed Aunt  Willa on his way off the porch he touched the brim of his hat and said, “Earn your money, Miss Willa,” and Daddy said Aunt Willa just looked at him with no more expression than a doorknob and that monkey lifted his porkpie a half foot straight up and then let the chin strap snap it back onto his head.

Sheriff Button drew out his nightstick, Daddy said, and opened up his arms as if to herd everybody back toward their own business, but Daddy said there were few people there with any business earnest enough to call them away, so most everybody lingered by the fence and watched Sheriff Burton try to send them home. Daddy said he waggled his nightstick under folks’ noses and said, “The show’s over. Get along home now. The show’s over.” But people just looked at the sheriff and looked at the end of his nightstick and nobody went much of anywhere. And Daddy said he stalked up and back the length of the fence, all the while slapping the shaft into his palm and saying, “Don’t you folks have homes to go to? Don’t you have something you need to be doing?” But the same forearms dangled through the palings and the same shameless faces followed the sheriff back and forth across the lawn. “Am I gonna have to run you all in?” he wanted to know. Daddy thought Sheriff Burton had been watching entirely too much Dragnet, and when he finally did leave he said, “Suit yourselves,” and went storming off in the direction of the courthouse, Daddy said, like maybe he was going after a firehose or a load of mace.

Daddy said folks watched him up the courthouse steps and out of sight and then turned back to Aunt Willa who was still standing in the band of sunlight on the edge of the porch. She had set the monkey beside her on the planking and had snatched up a handful of sportcoat collar to keep him there. Daddy said the creature curled his lips and screeched once or twice and Aunt Willa just stood for several minutes facing the fence and the people canted up against it and the people behind them but not really looking at anything or anybody. Then she plucked the monkey up into her arms and went inside, Daddy said, and shut the heavy front door behind her. And he said folks looked at the door and looked at the windows hung with chintz curtains and studied the bushes across the front of the house and considered both halves of the lawn and the sidewalk in between and pondered the stump where the geraniums should have been and then watched Everet Little climb back  up onto the gate and ride it in and out of the yard.

Daddy fished a Tareyton out of his shirtpocket and Momma eased herself against the edge of the doorframe and looked up to where the wall met the ceiling.

“She was so elegant in her day,” Momma said.

Daddy grunted and brought out a matchbook from the depths of the magazine hamper.

“She was such a fine lady,” Momma said.

And Daddy cupped his hands over the lit match and told her, “Well, seems she’s gone bats.”

“Louis Benfield!” And I knew by the way Momma said it she wasn’t talking to me. She gave Daddy an icy once-over and he just shook the match out and looked right back at her with his cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth in the way Momma said made him look like a hoodlum. “That’s no way to speak of a woman of her position,” Momma told him, and when he never did say anything back, she went off shoulders first to the kitchen and left a kind of chill hanging behind her.

We could hear the water running and the sound of Momma loading the sink up with dishes, probably clean ones since she’d washed the dinner dishes already and we’d yet to have supper. But that didn’t matter to Momma; she just needed her hands in the suds. There’s a window over Momma’s sink that looks out into the spiny branches of an apricot tree and, beyond them, onto the tin roof of our carshed which is flaked with rust and shot through all over with holes, and whenever Momma washes dishes, she looks out into those limbs and onto that carshed roof like she’s never seen them before. After we buried Grandma Yount Momma came straight home to the kitchen and put an apron on over her funeral dress. She took a stack of plates out of the cabinet, ran the sink full of water, and scoured each dish until the drainer was piled high with them; then she dumped them back into the sink and started over. I remember climbing up onto the countertop and watching Momma handle those plates without ever bothering to see them and I remember watching her look out the window and I remember looking out the window myself and finding the same old apricot tree, the same weathered roofing, and just a glimpse of the sunset, a puny jagged edge of it off beyond the far wall of the carshed. And I remember drawing away from the window and saying, “What do you see, Momma?” and when she didn’t answer  me I tugged on her apron and said, “What do you see, Momma?” and she dropped her plate on the linoleum, where it pretty much exploded in all directions.

I surely would have gone off the countertop backwards if Daddy hadn’t grabbed me from behind. He took me off to his and Momma’s bedroom and set me on the edge of the bed, and he said, “Louis, you can’t do that to your Momma.”

And I said, “Yes sir.”

And Daddy said, “When your Momma’s washing dishes, she’s always somewhere else.” He waited until I looked at him and he looked directly at me and said, “Do you see what I mean?”

And I said, “Yes sir.”

So Daddy uncreased his afternoon paper and I sat on the floor beside his chair and listened to the sound of Momma rattling dishes in the kitchen. Then there came a particularly long spell of silence and Daddy lit a fresh Tareyton off the butt of an old one, blew a plume of smoke straight out into the room, and winked at me over the top of it.
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That was the day Miss Pettigrew stopped being just peculiar. She’d been peculiar ever since I’d heard tell of her and ever since I’d known what being peculiar meant, but now when folks spoke of her they would say she was Not Right, which was an advancement of a sort. The town of Neely had seen a blue million peculiarities in its history, but those among its citizenry who were genuinely not right were rare and cherished. In my day alone I’d seen any number of oddballs but less than a handful of the truly unbalanced, and three of them were from the same family. They were the Epperson sisters, and they had distinguished themselves in the minds of the Neelyites by going from reasonably normal to unquestionably insane without ever pausing at peculiar.

The Epperson sisters had lived across the street from us in a huge clapboard house that went entirely uncared for from the moment their father died to the day the roof collapsed and the fire department decided to burn what was left for practice. Daddy told me Mr. Epperson had been in commodities but had done so poorly at it that he had to take a  job at the FCX on the side where he was given a pick-up truck and was employed delivering salt licks to the surrounding farms. He died three years before I was born. Daddy said he was nailing a shutter tight against the siding when he was taken by a stroke.

I don’t ever remember seeing Mrs. Epperson except when they carried her out of the parlor all bedecked with flowers and greenery and loaded her into the back of the hearse, and I couldn’t see her then. Momma said she was a mousy woman. Daddy said he’d always suspected she was mute, but Momma told me that wasn’t so. Momma and Daddy both agreed that she was nobody’s pretty child, and I didn’t need anybody to tell me that her daughters were three of the homeliest women I’d ever laid eyes on. They looked like old photographs of sodbusters’ wives—shapeless figures, plain, manly faces, and heads full of thin brown hair drawn back tight into buns.

When their mother died, they were all three still fairly young women. Eustace was near forty, which was a good seven or eight years older than Cora and Annie whose ages were indistinguishable from each other since sometimes Cora looked older than Annie and sometimes Annie looked older than Cora depending on the light. I’d usually see one or the other of them a couple of times a week pulling a metal shopping cart off to the Big Apple, and whichever one of them it was would always say, “Hello little Louis Benfield.”

And I’d say, “Hello Miss Epperson.”

And she’d come back with, “It’s wonderful to be out of doors, isn’t it?” which Mrs. Epperson must have taught all three of them to say since they all three said it and which they probably would have still insisted on saying even if it were raining hot lead.

And I’d always answer, “Yes ma’m, it is nice to be outside.”

And whichever Epperson it was would unfailingly leave her regards to my Momma and Daddy which I would usually deliver at the supper table. “An Epperson said hello,” I would say.

We never suspected that the Eppcrsons would ever be anything but kindly spinster women, so all of us were a little shocked when Annie got married, or anyway when she ran off with a man. He wasn’t from Neely but somewhere else, had to be from somewhere else since there wasn’t a man in Neely desperate enough to take up with an Epperson. He’d been in the area three or four days before he got down to our end of town. He  was selling rhyming dictionaries, which came in a handsome two-volume set and for a very slight charge the owner could have his name tooled in gold across the front of each volume. When he arrived at our house, Momma had to field him since Daddy always refused to do that sort of thing, and she said he was a handsome enough gentleman and that he had entertained her by talking in couplets. She said he promised to make us all more poetical than we ever dreamed we could be, but Momma said she told him Daddy was an actuary and had no desire to be poetical, and as for herself she was too busy a homemaker to engage in such frivolity, and her son, God bless him, suffered from a brain deficiency which left him with no hopes of ever being an accomplished rhymer. Momma said he told her he was extremely sorry about my condition, and Momma told Daddy that made her feel mean and low. Daddy said better mean and low than poetical.

The Epperson sisters bought three sets of dictionaries. For almost a week solid we saw the salesman come and go from their house, and we assumed that he was merely working out the details and delivering the merchandise. But on a Friday evening when he left for the last time, he took Annie with him. Eustace and Cora acted like there’d never been anything but the two of them, and Annie was gone for the better part of a month before she came back to town one afternoon on a bus from Martinsville, Virginia. She walked all the way home from the bus station carrying her suitcase and a paper sack, and I stood on the end of the sidewalk and watched her come from way off down the opposite side of the street.

When she got abreast of me she said, “Hello little Louis Benfield.”

And I said, “Hello Miss Epperson.”

And she said, “It’s wonderful to be out of doors, isn’t it?”

And I said, “Yes ma’m, it is nice to be outside.”

Daddy imagined that salesman thought Miss Annie rich, resourceful, or potentially beautiful and then discovered she was just an Epperson.

That summer the Epperson sisters would sit out on their porch in the evenings and one of them would read interesting bits out of the Neely  Chronicle to the other two. Then autumn set in, and winter, and they shut themselves up in the house until spring. Something happened to the Epperson sisters that winter, and Daddy said it was probably Eustace’s idea and that it must have just stewed there with the three of them all  closed up together. He called it a certifiable case of simultaneous insanity, which he said was certainly rare and probably unheard of.

They had decided they were triplets.

One morning in early April when it was still a little cool and breezy, a hired car pulled up in front of the Epperson house and Eustace and Cora and Annie came parading out the door and down the sidewalk, each one of them dressed in the same identical sky-blue frock, and the same black heels, and the same elbow-length gloves, and the same little white hats the shape of an aspirin tablet, and each one of them carrying the same black patent clutch purse. They were gone for most of the afternoon and the news of where they’d gone to and what they’d gone to do got back almost before they did. They had traveled to the county seat of Eden, which was just a few miles down the road, and had paid a visit to the county clerk there, a Mr. Woodley. Carl Browner was sheriff of Neely then and he said Mr. Woodley called him along about mid-afternoon sounding decidedly agitated and distraught. He said there were three Neely Eppersons in his office who had come to declare themselves triplets. Sheriff Browner told him he was surprised to learn the Epperson sisters were triplets, and Mr. Woodley replied that they didn’t appear to be triplets as far as he could tell, that they didn’t even appear to be the same age. Sheriff Browner said no, he didn’t believe they were, and Mr. Woodley said that Eustace—he called her the mature one—wanted him to search the records and draw up a document certifying their triplethood, and he wanted to know from Sheriff Browner just what he was to do about that.

“Search the records, I guess,” Sheriff Browner told him.

The sheriff dismissed the hired car when he got to Eden and he said he found Mr. Woodley at his desk neck-deep in official papers with Eustace and Annie and Cora Epperson hovering over him from behind. Mr. Woodley was tracing the Epperson migration from the banks of the French Broad River to the east and then to the north towards Neely. He was still a hundred years and over two hundred and fifty miles out of the county when the sheriff arrived, so Sheriff Browner suggested the Epperson sisters give Mr. Woodley a little time to do his work on the matter, which the three of them thought altogether reasonable, and they made an appointment for the following week. The sheriff said he feared Mr. Woodley might leap up from his desk and kiss him.

Once he got them in the car, Sheriff Browner turned to Eustace who had taken the front seat and told her he had no idea the three of them were triplets.

He said she bristled a little and drew her purse up tight against her chest. “We have discovered that we are,” she said.

When Mr. and Mrs. Epperson moved to Neely they came complete with three more or less full-blown daughters, so we only had our suspicions about the attachments from Epperson to Epperson and were probably more surprised at what Mr. Woodley dug up than Eustace, Annie, and Cora were. The Epperson sisters weren’t triplets; one of them wasn’t even an Epperson. That was Cora and she was her Momma’s brother’s child, which made her a Greene. Mr. Epperson had taken her in after Mrs. Epperson’s sister-in-law had died and Mrs. Epperson’s brother had turned out to be no count. Cora must have known all this at one time, since she was five when it happened, and Eustace certainly knew it, but Cora told Mr. Woodley it was a baldfaced lie and Eustace said yes indeed it was a baldfaced lie and Annie said it absolutely had to be a baldfaced lie. Sheriff Browner, who had driven the three of them to Eden, said it was a sad sight to see those women, all of them in identical scarlet dresses, wailing and moaning at poor Mr. Woodley who the sheriff said looked as if he might be willing to strike up a compromise and recognize Annie and Cora as twins in exchange for some peace and quiet. He said the news had put all three Eppersons in a kind of indignant but still moderately polite rage, since they were respectable ladies after all, and the sheriff said he was so pained by their predicament that he suddenly suffered a massive lapse in good judgement. In an effort to offer some sort of comfort the sheriff told them he would consider recognizing them as triplets if they were able to get fifty adults in Neely to sign a petition verifying their claim. It was a tremendous mistake. The sheriff said he had temporarily forgotten what people were like.

They collected the names on an ordinary sheet of lined white paper, and for three mornings only at nine o’clock they came out of their house and set out towards town. On the first and the third day they wore their blue frocks and on the middle day they wore their scarlet outfits which were quite a hit with the ladies of Neely and got them no end of comment. Eustace always carried the paper in her purse and when they visited homes and shops and stopped folks on the street, the three of  them would take turns explaining their situation. People said they were gracious and altogether levelheaded, and I suppose with nothing more than their manners and show of good sense they managed to inspire among the citizenry of Neely the general impression that they had been victimized by some sort of terrible prenatal injustice. Nobody who was asked didn’t sign. The three church deacons signed. The ladies of the garden club signed. All of the icehouse employees signed. Every shop-keeper on the boulevard signed. The mayor signed and the mayor’s wife signed and the mayor’s ninety-three-year-old blind and bedridden aunt signed. Miss Pettigrew signed and Miss Willa Bristow made her mark. And Mr. and Mrs. Pendzinski, who were passing through on their vacation from Ohio with a carful of little Pendzinskies and who qualified by virtue of being adults in Neely, signed and then took turns having their pictures made with the Epperson sisters.

Cora carried a dainty gold pen that she produced from her purse as Eustace drew the petition out of hers. Annie made her back available for a writing table if one wasn’t handy. Always before she handed over the paper, Eustace would clear her throat and read the terms of the proposal which the three of them had devised and one of them had scrawled across the top of the page:By order of Sheriff Carlton Benjamin Browner and as testified to by these fifty below written people, Eustace Joy Epperson, Cora Simpson Epperson, and Annie May Epperson are hereby officially and forevermore recognized as the three triplets they are and always have been ever since they were born into it.




Then Eustace would determine whether or not the prospective signee understood the terms of the document and Cora would offer the pen to whoever it might be signing, and whoever it was surely must have looked up to take the pen and seen Cora and Annie side by side before him, the two of them related more by pure homeliness than anything else, and then Eustace, off a little to herself, and a half dozen years older than the both of them and already beset with long iron-colored strands of hair laying in with the brown, and whoever it might be would take hold of the gold pen, which was so slight and delicate as to be almost impossible to get a grip on, and he would sign anyway, probably not because he saw any advantage in being triplets over being just sisters or over  being just two sisters and one cousin, but because he couldn’t see any harm in it either.

By the afternoon of the third day the Epperson sisters had filled the fifty slots and we all thought they’d bolt directly for the courthouse while the ink was still clammy on that last name. But Eustace put the paper away in her purse and Cora put the pen away in hers and the three of them strolled home very leisurely and shut themselves up in the house for the better part of two hours. It seems they had gone to change and freshen up. Me and Momma stood at the front window and watched them when they finally did come out away from the porch and into the late afternoon sunlight. Momma said they were dazzling, just dazzling. It wasn’t blue frocks this time or scarlet ones but three awesomely elaborate ivory white dresses, and three pairs of long ivory gloves, and three lacy ivory hats garnished on the backside with peacock feathers. We thought a car might call for them, but they walked all the way to the courthouse and all gages of people fell in behind them as they went so that the crowd of us spilled out of Sheriff Browner’s office into the corridor and partway down the marble courthouse steps.

Somehow Sheriff Browner didn’t seem at all surprised to find himself host to half of Neely. He just sat a little uneasily at his desk not quite looking at anybody, which was his way, while Eustace removed the petition from a pearl-laden purse dangling from her forearm and flattened it out on the desktop in front of him. He picked up a pencil from the blotter and began to check off the names, which resulted in the document being momentarily voided when it was discovered that Daddy had signed it twice. But the sheriff, a sensible man, just scratched out one of Daddy’s signatures and put his own in place of it. The jubilation was general and immediate. Eustace, Cora, and Annie accepted our congratulations with extreme modesty and thankfulness, and a courthouse clerk along with Mr. Singletary from the five and dime helped Eustace up onto a chair from which she delivered a brief speech directed mostly towards Sheriff Browner without whose assistance, she said, none of this would have been possible. That unleashed a fearsome ovation in the sheriff’s honor and he moved away from his desk, still refusing to look entirely at anybody, and made his way out of the room without ever offering to say a word.

Three days later, in the fat part of the morning, two men in a state-licensed station wagon followed the sheriff to the Epperson house. I suppose we knew they would come of that somebody like them would come since we all knew that the state would not allow two sisters and a cousin to parade around as triplets. Sheriff Browner assured us they were kind men, gentle and competent men. He promised they would treat the Eppersons with respect and dignity, and we were satisfied. Me and Momma watched them bring Eustace and Cora and Annie out from the house and load them and their luggage into the car, and it struck Momma as an odd thing to see. She said everybody was a little too happy, a little too quick to laugh, everybody but Sheriff Browner who just looked all around himself at the treetops and the sidewalk and the hubcaps on the state-licensed station wagon. His coloring was funny, Momma said, and he was slightly more hunch-shouldered than usual. She thought he might be ill and I thought he looked it myself, but then we’d never seen shame on Sheriff Browner before so there was no call for us to recognize it.

The Epperson sisters were taken to the Dix Hill mental facility in Raleigh where they were tested for traces of sanity. We heard nothing from or about them for nearly a month until a very brief article appeared on the Statenews page of the Neely Chronicle. A committee of two doctors and a clinical psychologist had concluded that the Epperson sisters were “disoriented as to reality.” It seems they were a little more afflicted than we had imagined since the doctors judged them disoriented enough to have all three of them committed and their belongings auctioned off and their house put up for sale when a statewide search produced no heir. But nobody would buy the Epperson house. The realtor couldn’t even get anybody to look at it, and it was boarded up and sat empty for a year and a half. Then the roof collapsed in November, and people said it was a good thing the Epperson sisters had become triplets; otherwise they probably would have been crushed and mangled. In December the fire department burnt the remains in a training exercise and put on a less than encouraging show of firefighting; they managed to save the concrete footings.

It got to Sheriff Browner, at least that’s what people would say when they would talk about him after he was gone, and they would hardly ever talk about him, but when they did, they would say it was the Epperson sisters that started it. Momma didn’t think so, and Daddy said no, it wasn’t them exactly. It was more than them, he said. I was seven years  old when the Epperson sisters decided they were triplets. I was nine and a half when we got word of their transfer, which was the last we heard of them and which came to us in the form of a banner headline across the front of the Chronicle:




TRIPLETS FIND HOME AT BUTNER

Momma wrote them letters and sent them cards but left off the practice when they began to return to her unopened. So by the time I was eleven we had not heard much worth hearing from the Epperson sisters in over three years, and Momma said it wasn’t them, and Daddy said no it wasn’t them exactly. He said three and a half years was a long time. Momma said it was a very long time.

I was only midway through my eleventh year when Sheriff Browner killed himself. Momma said the shock of it was in not knowing it was going to happen, was in not even suspecting that it might. But Daddy said we should have known, we should have suspected. Sheriff Browner had always been different. We would have called him peculiar except that he was sheriff and we couldn’t put our faith in a man who suffered from peculiarities, so we said he was different and left it at that. Momma said he was a painfully shy man, but Daddy just called it pensive, and when we found out he was dead Momma said something must have snapped, but Daddy said no that wasn’t it exactly. He said when the sheriff went to the well he drank too deep, and Daddy said the world became so burdensome for him that he eventually went down under the weight of it.

I don’t recall that Sheriff Browner ever shot a man. I don’t remember ever hearing of him firing his revolver except one Fourth of July when it was raining and the town councilmen couldn’t get the fireworks lit. I don’t think he ever clubbed anyone with his nightstick; I don’t think he ever used it except to crack walnuts. And I’m sure he never hit anybody with his fists, though I imagine he spent half his life wanting to. Mostly Sheriff Browner whittled, carved on hunks of oak and beech-wood, spat occasionally, and pondered, I suppose. There’s never been much crime in Neely. Sometimes men get drunk and beat up their wives or try to beat up their friends. Sometimes people get their t.v. stolen or their grandmama’s silver or a little money they were too lazy or ignorant  to put in the bank. And every now and again a vagrant will break into the laundromat to keep warm, but from week to week that’s about all we ever get. Then there’s the less frequent sensational cases that rate a quarter column on the inside of the Greensboro Daily News. Sheriff Browner had two of those right near the end and Momma said they were the straws that broke the camel’s back. Daddy said yes, he imagined that was pretty much the truth of it.

We had not had a murder in Neely in well over four years when the widow Mrs. Doris Lancaster was beaten to death with a chairleg on a Tuesday evening. She lived outside of town on the 48 highway in a house her husband had drawn up and built himself during their courtship. It was stuck back off the road in a maple grove and was separated from the nearest neighbor by a sprawling kudzu thicket that had once been a regular wood but was since reduced to mostly vines and rotting treetrunks. Nobody missed her for nearly a week until Mrs. Spencer came from the other side of the thicket and failed to get anybody to the door. She called Sheriff Browner who jimmied his way in and found Mrs. Lancaster in a heap on the livingroom throw rug.

When they heard in Greensboro that something grisly had happened in Neely, the Daily News dispatched a correspondent, who caught up with Sheriff Browner in his office and asked for a few details of the murder. The sheriff told him it wasn’t a murder; it was a slaughter.

And the correspondent made a few notes and said, “Yes sir.”

And Sheriff Browner asked the correspondent if he knew what he meant.

And the correspondent said, “Yes sir, it was a savage murder.”

And Sheriff Browner told him it was no murder at all; it was a slaughter and slaughter is what happens to a cow when the man puts its head on a block and breaks it open with a sledgehammer.

And the correspondent thought that was extremely clever and said, “Can I use that?”

Sheriff Burton was deputy then and he’s the one that told everybody how, as near as they could reconstruct it, the victim had been surprised by the assailant in her bedroom, had struggled with him across the bedroom floor and out into the hallway, and had finally been subdued in the livingroom where the assailant wrenched loose one of the legs from an old ladderback chair and proceeded to render the victim unconscious  with repeated blows to the frontal portion of the skull. He said the wounds sustained by the victim proved to be fatal and that the condition of the interior of the victim’s house suggested robbery as a probable motive. But Daddy said the thievery was just a sidelight. He said pure meanness was certainly the motive.

In the several weeks that followed the murder, Deputy Burton kept talking about tips, and leads, and hunches, and lights at the end of the tunnel, but Sheriff Browner didn’t have anything on anybody, not any. thing at all. Then, in what appeared an episode of unrelated violence, two rail bums got into a knife fight out back by the loading dock of the Bright Leaf tobacco warehouse. The second shift was packing up a box. car for Richmond when the two of them came out from around the back. side of it already kicking and swearing at each other. The activity drained most everybody out from the warehouse and they collected on the dock where they watched those bums claw and spit and roll around in the high weeds of the right of way. Then they said one of them pulled a knife out from his trouser pocket. It wasn’t anything but a little hinged Barlow, they said, with about three and a half inches worth of blade and the point of that broken off, but they said. he waved it around like it was a saber and swore the other fellow a blue streak. And they said the other one reached inside his coat and brought out a hunk of steel nearly a foot long that had been rubbed down to a point at one end. Then they commenced to circling each other, they said, and swearing ferociously and eyeing each other out from under the ridge of their foreheads. And then they said they ran together like two old bulls and fell to slicing at each other as best they could. And they said in the first encounter alone the one with the little Barlow got his leg gashed and lost the most of his left ear and the other one had his cheek laid open from his eye all the way to his chin. Then they drew apart, they said, and circled some more until they came together again in a clench, and they said the one with the steel blade was clearly getting the best of it this time. The other one tried to break away, they said, and fell over backwards, and the one with the blade jumped on him and laid into him, and they said from up on the loading dock it sounded like he was sticking a plump melon.

Then somebody went after the sheriff. The one with the little Barlow was long dead when he got there, and the other one was too cut and beat up himself to have the strength to run off. Deputy Burton took him away  to the doctor’s and had him stitched up and fumigated before he locked him in the holding cell in the basement of the courthouse. Sheriff Browner stayed with the dead one, and what few men were left on the loading dock said the sheriff started going through that bum’s pockets and pulled out a handful of string, a few pennies, some foil, and one of Mrs. Doris Lancaster’s good silver forks. They said the sheriff fell back onto his haunches there in the high weeds and with that corpse stretched out in front of him, and they said he studied that fork for what seemed a quarter hour, just looked at it, they said. And then they said he put it down beside him and looked off beneath the carriage of the boxcar to the other side of the tracks and the weeds over there, and then back at that bum, and then at Mrs. Doris Lancaster’s fork where he’d set it next to him on the dirt.

Daddy said since Sheriff Browner was quiet and private anyway nobody noticed when he became more quiet and more private, and that’s why Momma says we were shocked and couldn’t have known, but Daddy says we were just caught up in the glamor of violence and murder and weren’t paying any attention. Poor Mrs. Browner, who was as plain and normal as a bar of soap, didn’t see it coming and never forgave herself for it, but Daddy says she probably saw less of the sheriff than we did what with the reporters and the newsmen and that one fellow from a national crime magazine who wouldn’t let off hounding him until he got an interview. And Mrs. Browner said he just came in one night for supper after not coming home hardly at all since the stabbing, and she told him she’d cook him up a quarter chicken with potatoes and green beans, which he was very fond of, and she said he went off to the bathroom and drew himself a tub full of water while she boiled the potatoes and the beans and started the chicken baking. And she said she got it on the table and called him to eat but he didn’t answer. And she said she called him again and he didn’t answer again. And she said she went to get him herself and found him slouched over the edge of the bathtub with his head entirely under water and nothing in the world to hold him there, Daddy said, except his own desperation.

That was in November just before Thanksgiving and on the day we buried Sheriff Browner it was threatening to sleet and the sky was close and dark. The pastor talked very generally about death and the everlasting, and Deputy Burton said a few words in praise of what he called  the sheriff’s professional integrity. Then we all sang “On Christ a Solid Rock I Stand” and Mrs. Browner had to be helped from the sanctuary. It began to rain as we were on our way to the cemetery, and some people didn’t bother to get out of their cars for the graveside service. Mrs. Browner and a half dozen of her and the sheriff’s kin sat under a green canopy with the coffin, and the members of the sheriff’s legion post stood in rank by the grave and recited a prayer in unison. Another preacher from another church committed Sheriff Browner to the earth, and Mrs. Browner, as she was being taken away, reached out and gently patted the top of the casket twice.

Momma washed every dish in the house when Sheriff Browner was laid to rest. She stood at the window over the sink for hours and gazed out through the limbs of the apricot tree to the carshed roof where the raindrops and pellets of sleet were rebounding into the air. Daddy said it took a bold man to end his own life, to perish in an act of will, but Momma didn’t say anything; she just cried and cried and watched the rainwater run off the carshed roof and drip from the limbs of the apricot tree.

Daddy put it this way. He said that sanity had been a scarce commodity among the Epperson sisters and that’s why their madness had seemed such a jolly affair, but that Sheriff Browner was plagued with sanity in spadefuls, loaded down with it, and Daddy said the weight had put the sheriff on a kind of slow burn. He called it thinking man’s madness and said there was never a thing giddy about it. But folks forget, Daddy said. I was eleven when Sheriff Browner died and it wasn’t until I was fifteen and a half, near sixteen, that Miss Pettigrew wrapped herself up in a bedsheet and took to her frontyard, so we’d enjoyed a spell of levelheadedness in Neely, and I imagine most people were anxious for a little relief from it.
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When Daddy leaned his face down towards mine there in the sitting room and looked directly at me and talked directly at Momma and said, “Madness,” I was somewhat confused since I didn’t see any reason for people like Miss Pettigrew to go mad, but Momma was openly dismayed and deflated. Miss Pettigrew had been beautiful until she got old and wasn’t beautiful anymore and then she had become merely elegant. That’s where she was when she took the pot of geraniums off the stump and climbed up onto it herself, and Momma and all the women of Neely suffered a kind of defeat that afternoon because they themselves were not elegant, did not lead elegant lives, and required for their own satisfaction that Miss Pettigrew do it for them. And that’s why Momma stormed off to the kitchen and to her sink of dishes and her window. I didn’t really understand it then, but something had passed on that day and Momma was obliged to mourn for it.

Miss Pettigrew was the wealthiest woman I’d ever come across, but Daddy said it hadn’t always been that way. Miss Pettigrew’s daddy had arrived in Neely in relative poverty and had proceeded to become successful and rich, which was cause of both pride and resentment among native Neelyites, who would boast of the Pettigrew fortune to strangers but who generally had either come into the world with little to speak of themselves and had failed to make any noticeable advancement or had been born into considerable resources and had managed to backslide into insolvency. It’s not that the people of Neely are unusually idle, it’s just that they are not particularly lucky like Mr. Pettigrew was lucky, or shrewd like Mr. Pettigrew was shrewd, or willing like Mr. Pettigrew was willing.

Mr. Pettigrew was what most people call enterprising. He made his money speculating in construction, and since nobody in Neely had ever speculated himself into a fortune before, people were a little suspicious of Mr. Pettigrew’s success and imagined his money was somehow indecently gotten. He had arrived in town directly from New York State with. nothing more than a valise, a sizeable carpetbag, and a Mrs. Pettigrew (nee Bennet, Daddy said), and Daddy said he immediately hired himself out as a carpenter’s apprentice without really knowing which end of the hammer drove the nail. He worked for three different carpenters in Neely and one in Eden before leaving off the occupation altogether and getting on with the McKinney brothers, who were brick masons, and he hauled brick and slopped mortar for them for nearly a year. Then he took up with a plasterer for a spell, then a house painter, and afterwards got himself on as an electrician at the power plant before finally apprenticing to one of the first plumbers Neely ever had call for.

Along about 1904 the railroad decided to hook Neely into the Southern Crescent route, which swung south out of West Virginia all the way to New Orleans. That meant laying new track through the north end of town and building a new passenger depot to go with it. The railroad dispatched two men out of Danville and the one in charge of getting the track laid collected himself a work crew made up mostly of negroes and hard luck whites. But the other one needed skill and, not being from Neely, he didn’t know exactly where to get it. Daddy said that’s when Mr. Pettigrew’s career as a speculator got off the ground. Daddy didn’t call it contractor, he called it liaison, and he said the railroad man just put it down as coordinator and then sat back and let Mr. Pettigrew coordinate.

All they gave him was a budget and a blueprint, and Mr. Pettigrew hired out the carpenters and the masons and the plasterer and the painter and the electrician and the plumber and built himself a train station without ever striking a lick. The railroad man collected his salary for doing little or nothing and was satisfied. The carpenters and the masons and the plasterer and the painter and the electrician and the plumber all earned steady wages and were happy to get them. And when the depot was finished and the expenses were all paid up, Mr. Pettigrew took what was left and discovered that he was already nearly rich. That was when Mr. Pettigrew became a contractor, Daddy said, the minute he walked out of the train station for the last time with that railroad voucher in his pocket. He set up an office in the garage of the house he was renting and advertised himself as a builder with one depot to his credit already, and then it was a depot and a bank, and then it was a depot and a bank and two private residences, and then he left off advertising entirely. There was no need to anymore since everybody in Neely who built for a living built for Mr. Pettigrew.

Sometime along about when he became established and saw that he would probably remain a wealthy man, Mr. Pettigrew must have decided it was advisable to build himself a homeplace and have himself an heir. He saw to the homeplace, that being in his line, and he bought a parcel of land right there in the heart of Neely where municipal square runs into the boulevard. There was the shell of a guest house and the remains of an old harness shop on the property when he bought it, and he hired out a crew of men to raze the both of them and level off the lot with  picks and shovels. Then he proceeded to put himself up a mansion, Daddy called it. It was the biggest, most sprawling, most elaborate house Neely had ever seen. Daddy said it was built on the plan of one of the churches of Rome with half of it running north-south and half of it running east-west and the two wings meeting towards the tip of one and towards the middle of the other. Daddy said it was meant to look something like a cross, but it looked more like an airplane or maybe some kind of ship what with the porch coming off the front end in a half-circle and a balustrade running the length of the roof like the rail on a flying bridge.

Most of the town watched it go up and people were in general agreement that it was an ambitious, grand, and awesome structure. Daddy said Mr. Pettigrew built it with an eye towards eternity and maybe had hopes of hosting the last judgement in the front parlor. To avoid rot and deterioration, he had the siding done in cedar clapboard and the roof laid with orange terra cotta tiles brought in from Georgia. A furniture builder in Eden custom made the window sashes and doors out of clear blond oak and hand carved each newel post for the main stairway from a hunk of mahogany. Mr. Pettigrew ordered his iron fence direct from a foundry in Newcastle, England, and it arrived in eight separate crates on the bed of a truck out of Norfolk. As a finishing touch he had a load of shrubbery, mostly boxwoods and camellia bushes, brought in from a nursery in Albermarle down near Charlotte, and he sowed the frontyard himself in a hardy strain of rye. Daddy said folks were generally indifferent to what came from where, but he said that most anybody old enough to recollect the building of the Pettigrew house would tell how for a week solid when the carpenters were sawing and nailing up the cedar siding, all of downtown Neely smelled like the inside of a hope chest.

Mrs. Pettigrew saw to the heir, that being in her line, and she hit it right off with a son that Mr. Pettigrew named Wallace Amory after himself. Two years later in March of 1911 Mrs. Pettigrew had another baby, this one a little girl that Mr. Pettigrew named Myra Angelique after nobody anyone could ever determine. Daddy said that second birth gave Mrs. Pettigrew all grades of trouble and she was hardly ever out of a nightgown from there on out. Then in the winter of 1914 she went onto the front porch in her robe to hear the Baptist choir sing Christmas songs  and caught a chill that came to be pneumonia and caused her to succumb, Momma said, in February. Daddy said he’d always suspected the Baptist choir was deadly.

Momma said Mr. Pettigrew didn’t have much of a way with children and hired a negro woman to raise them up until they were old enough for him to ship off to a private school in Virginia where Wallace Amory Pettigrew jr. was educated and Miss Myra Angelique Pettigrew refined. And Daddy said they were still off at school in 1925 when Mr. Pettigrew climbed up onto a slapdash scaffold two of his carpenters had thrown together and the whole business collapsed out from under him. It nearly killed him. The impact fractured an arm and cracked several ribs, and a ten-foot section of 2 X 8 planking fell edge-first onto his left hip and shattered it. I guess they thought he was dead—the carpenters and the electrician and the masons and their mortar boy—when they all came tearing around the house and found Mr. Pettigrew in a heap with a plank athwart him. One of the carpenters leaned over him and patted him on the cheek and said, “Mr. Pettigrew. Mr. Pettigrew. Say something, Mr. Pettigrew.”

And Daddy said Mr. Pettigrew popped straight up from the waist and said, “You no count sons-of-bitches,” and he picked up a handy scrap of board, Daddy said, and clubbed that carpenter on the crown of the head with it. Then he flung it at the rest of them, and scooped up some dirt and threw that, and picked up some rocks and threw them and Daddy said he was so unbelievably accurate that the whole bunch of them—the remaining carpenter and the electrician and the mason and the mortar boy—all went tearing back around the house. And Daddy said Mr. Pettigrew took hold of the collar of that man he’d clubbed on the head and shook him awake so he could tell him what a jackass he was.

That episode was Mr. Pettigrew’s last hurrah, Daddy said. His arm and ribs mended fine, but the doctors couldn’t do much of anything for his hip, and the same negro woman who’d raised his children was engaged to take care of him. Daddy said Mr. Pettigrew bought himself a fine wicker-bottomed wheelchair, and his hired woman, Mrs. Broadnax, would wrap him in an afghan and wheel him up and down the sidewalks of Neely. But he wasn’t right anymore and when folks would meet him out on the walkway he’d grab any part of them he could get hold of and  look at them all wild and fiery-eyed, and sometimes he’d say, “Them sons-of-bitches nearly killed me,” and sometimes he wouldn’t say anything at all.

After Mr. Pettigrew had wasted away sufficiently, he contracted a virulent infection, Momma said, and succumbed also. Mr. Wallace Amory Pettigrew jr. and Miss Myra Angelique Pettigrew returned to Neely for the services and were said to have blossomed into an extremely handsome and graceful couple, and although they were in town for only a week before they returned to school, their show of culture and refinement inspired among the ladies of Neely the frenzied conviction that the town could not possibly thrive and flourish without a finishing school of its own. The ladies organized and held conferences and debates and handed out fliers on the steps of the courthouse and went door-to-door for donations, but they couldn’t seem to stir up any sort of widespread cultural anxiety. So when a gentleman who claimed to hail from New York but was actually from Winston-Salem arrived in Neely and opened up a tapdancing school in the basement of the hardware store, the ladies counted themselves victorious, having decided that even if tapdancing was not exactly culture it wasn’t very far from it. A kind of refinement for the feet, Daddy said.

Momma said it was the fall of 1935 when Wallace Amory and Myra Angelique Pettigrew came home to Neely for good. The care of the Pettigrew mansion had been left to Mr. and Mrs. Broadnax, who saw to the upkeep of the house and grounds for two years after Mr. Pettigrew’s death up until July 4, 1927, when they were dismissed from their duties after Sheriff Browner, who was Deputy Browner then, investigated a complaint from a neighbor and discovered the Broadnaxes and twenty-seven of their negro friends sprawled throughout Mr. Pettigrew’s parlor waiting for some sort of creature to finish roasting in the fireplace. Daddy said it was very possibly a goat. So the Pettigrew house had been closed up for a little over eight years when Wallace Amory jr. and his sister moved back into it, and Momma said they revived it entirely. Wallace Amory had the exterior of the house painted a sparkling white and Miss Myra Angelique planted a blue million trumpet flowers in among the shrubbery and along all four runs of the iron fence. The Rescue Mission hauled off two truckloads of old chairs, sofas, endtables and the like, and Momma said new furnishings arrived in a boxcar from New York, including a countless number of Turkish rugs and a pair of cement cupids for the flower beds.

The Pettigrews gave their first ball at Christmastime and Momma said it was lavish, just lavish. They hired out a chamber ensemble from Greensboro and a caterer from there also, and the engraved invitations were brought around from house to house by a local negro who had been given a black suit and gloves for the occasion. Of course all the good Baptists of Neely sent their automatic theological regrets since, as far as they were concerned, the only place you could dance to was Hell, but most everybody else would have attended or had to die first. The women made themselves dresses and the men had their funeral suits cleaned and pressed, and couples gathered in front of radios all over Neely and practiced the three-step, which very few of them could maintain for more than a half-minute at a time without misfiring and banging together. Even the younger, more agile Neelyites were clumsy waltzers though most of them could tapdance up a storm.

Momma said it was a smashing success. Momma was only seven then and wasn’t invited herself, but she said her Momma and Daddy went and left her with a babysitter and that she and the babysitter snuck out the back door while Grandma and Granddaddy Yount were going out the front one. It seems that most everybody who was not in attendance on the dance floor was in attendance at the imported iron fence in front of the Pettigrews’ house, and Momma said there was such a crowd of people that she couldn’t hardly see anything until Deacon Furches picked her up and set her on his shoulder. She said the windows were hung with sheer draperies which gave the ballroom a soft, dreamy look and Momma said what music came out from the house sounded very far-off and magical. She and the deacon both agreed that it was a glorious affair and they decided that Miss Pettigrew looked especially handsome and comely in her pale-yellow gown and that Mr. Wallace Amory jr., in his formal black suit and with his mother’s dark features, was pretty in the way that antique princes and kings were pretty. Momma said Grandma Yount came home all flushed and lightheaded and complained that she’d done too much dancing, but Granddaddy said she’d just washed down too many finger sandwiches with too much champagne punch and he packed her off to bed. Momma told him she imagined it had been a glorious affair, simply glorious, and she said Granddaddy Yount thought for a  minute and then responded that no, it had not been glorious exactly but had seemed to him very much like musical wrestling.

Daddy said it was a good thing Wallace Amory could dance and look pretty because he was hardly able to do anything else. One of the underlings had taken charge of the business upon Mr. Pettigrew’s death and Wallace Amory left him to run the construction end of it while he hired a bookkeeper to take charge of the payroll and the supply expenses. Daddy said Wallace Amory took charge of the profits on his own. He had no other responsibilities as far as anyone could tell. He didn’t rise in the morning and head out to his daddy’s office and he rarely showed up at construction sites except for groundbreakings when there would be a photographer from the Chronicle handy. Daddy said Wallace Amory had a garden spade he’d painted gold on the blade and the grip, and he said about every half year you could open the Chronicle and find a picture of him stomping his gold shovel into the ground to mark the commencement of some sort of construction in Neely, but Daddy said he had no more of a hand in the completion of the building than the man who rings the bell at the track has in the outcome of the race.

Daddy said Wallace Amory jr. was an accomplished piddler. He could engage himself for days on end in the sorts of chores an average man could dispatch with in an afternoon. And he was not ashamed to piddle, Daddy said, but made himself conspicuous at it. He said Wallace Amory could squat on his lawn grubbing weeds for three days running, or drag a mattock and a shovel out of his cellar and tell every passerby how he was digging a drainage ditch off from the house, or announce to his carpenters how he planned to help them hang doors or lay shingles. And Daddy said his lawn was always as ragged with weeds as it ever was, and he said a little ground might get cut up but the ditch was never dug, and the carpenters told how Mr. Pettigrew would get him a hammer and a nail apron and then occasionally finger a door hinge and sometimes set foot on the roof. But he waltzed divinely, Momma said, and made delightful conversation. And Daddy said it was a good thing.

Then the war came and everything stopped. Daddy was twenty in 1941 and he wanted to be an air cadet, but he said when he was standing outside the induction center in Texas, he saw a fighter plane and a B-17 collide over the airstrip and fall to the ground in a fiery heap. So when the sergeant called him in and said, “Air corps?” Daddy said, “No sir. Infantry,” and Daddy said that’s how he got to tour Europe clinging onto the outside of a tank. He saw action in France and Belgium and got wounded in Paris when a buddy dropped his rifle and it went off and creased Daddy’s calf. Daddy loved to tell that story and he would just cackle, but Momma lost a cousin at Corregidor and a neighbor of hers got drowned coming off a troop transport at Sicily, so she never laughed when Daddy talked about the war.

Momma said that in the war years Neely was full of little boys and granddaddies and old worn-out women and young worn-out women, and she said there was nothing in the world to do but wait for the mailman to come and pray that he wouldn’t. Momma said the postmen in Neely had never worn neckties until the war, had never worn their grey wool uniforms with stripes down the trouser legs, had never worn their postal issue caps, had never been so severe and proper until the war came along to make them extraordinarily significant. They would knock on doors, Momma said, and out would come mothers and wives and sisters already on the raw edge of agony, and the postman would extend the notice towards them and he would not say, “I’m sorry,” or “Forgive me,” or “If there’s anything I can do,” but simply “Ma’m.” And Momma said nobody who got one ever opened it right off, but clutched it and bent it and worked it through their fingers and never neglected to say, “Thank you.” Kissing the axe, Daddy called it.

Daddy said Wallace Amory jr. didn’t go to war but went only as far as Georgia where he got attached to the personal staff of a colonel at Fort Benning. He was charged with the responsibility of being handsome and diverting at formal functions, and Daddy said Mr. Pettigrew built himself a reputation as a man with a rarified knowledge of the intricacies of the German mind. But after the war was over and everybody had either come home for good or not come home at all, Mr. Pettigrew told Daddy that everything he knew about Germany he had gotten from a man he’d once shared a table with in a restaurant, including the only two sentences he could utter in the language: “The weather is pleasant though cool” and “Bismarck was a remarkable fellow.”

Momma said he came home to Neely about once every six weeks, and he and Myra Angelique (Sister, he called her) would stroll arm in arm down the boulevard, Wallace Amory in his snappy dress uniform and Miss Pettigrew done up in a simple frock and hair ribbons so as to  seem, Momma said, almost inadvertently lovely. They would chat with people on the sidewalk and stop into the shops and businesses, and Momma said Mr. Pettigrew would talk in the most lighthearted and careless way about “our little European engagement,” or “our little continental flare-up,” or just “our little skirmish.” And he was jolly, Momma said, offhanded, and seemed always to assume that everyone was as untouched and unscathed by the war as he was. She said he gave pain to some folks, especially to those men and women who had lost a son or a brother or a husband and who had not quite gotten out of the habit of listening for troop trains and watching for that familiar scrawl in the letterbox. They didn’t want to hear about skirmishes and flare-ups, but they let Mr. Pettigrew tell them and they let him laugh and be casual about the war, probably, Daddy said, because he was Mr. Pettigrew of the Pettigrew fortune and the Pettigrew mansion and the Pettigrew heritage, all of which assured him of the sort of respectability that he would sometimes fail to live up to.

But Daddy said Mr. Pettigrew made up for his indiscretions once the war ended. Daddy said we needed him then, Neely needed him because folks were weary and fairly down-trodden and it would take a Mr. Pettigrew to pick them up again. So Daddy said the citizens of Neely did the only thing they could do: they made him mayor. There was no campaigning, there was not even an election. It was all very proper and fitting to the occasion and the candidate, Daddy said. The town council invited Mr. Pettigrew to become mayor and he accepted their invitation. Daddy said Buddy MacElrath was mayor of Neely at the end of the war and was very contented with his position, but he gave it up, Daddy said, gave it up without a whimper because he saw that it wasn’t a matter of politics but a matter of morale, of what Daddy called spiritual necessity. Neely didn’t need a mayor in 1945. It needed a beacon, Daddy said. And Mr. Pettigrew, with his fortune and his mansion and his heritage, was more than prominent enough for the citizens of Neely to take a heading from. Daddy said Wallace Amory jr. stunk of his daddy’s success and his daddy’s money and his daddy’s ambition, and he said it gave the people of Neely a healthy kick in the pants to point to Mayor Pettigrew and say, “That man represents us.”

Consequently, it didn’t matter that Mayor Pettigrew was a piddler since there was really nothing a mayor did that couldn’t be piddled  through, except maybe presiding over commencements and openings, and Daddy said folks figured that if Mayor Pettigrew could handle a golden shovel he could manage well enough with a pair of scissors and a ribbon. So people couldn’t have known what they started when they invited Wallace Amory Pettigrew to become mayor. They couldn’t even have suspected that the job would catch fire with him. Momma said they were all surprised. Daddy said they were astounded and that he’d never seen a man so ripe with zeal, he called it.

There was a time in Neely when the mayor was treated to a swearing-in dance at legion hall #33, but Wallace Amory jr. changed all of that. He and Miss Pettigrew gave an inaugural ball at the Pettigrew mansion where they served exotic canapes and authentic French champagne in crystal glasses. Momma and Daddy went and Momma said it was exceedingly glorious. Daddy said yes, Mayor Pettigrew did indeed dance divinely and did indeed make delightful conversation. A photographer from the Chronicle was present, and a half dozen of his pictures appeared on the “Social Sidelights” page of the Sunday edition. There was one of all the councilmen and their wives. One of the Presbyterian minister Mr. Holroyd with his mouth full of pate. Two of the dance floor taken from up on the balcony. One of the mayor shaking hands with a man who was obliterated from the knees up by what Momma said was the knobby part of her shoulder. And one of Wallace Amory jr. and Miss Myra Angelique waltzing which carried the caption “Mayor and Sister cut the shine.”

Daddy said this was the sort of thing we wanted from our new mayor—idle pleasure, extravagance, simply something to point towards. But he said the office had a horrible and unexpected effect upon Wallace Amory jr.: it made him a politician. According to Daddy, nobody had imagined there was a politician inside of Wallace Amory waiting to get out. But there was, Daddy said. And it got out, Daddy said. He said the mayor made two speeches right off that seemed to put his career on the wing, one to the Ladies Garden Society and the other to the Neely chapter of the D.A.R. Each address was received with a riotous ovation which the mayor attributed to his political bravado, but Momma said the ladies were most likely applauding his beauty, his grace, and his fine tailored suit. She imagined very few of them had even heard the mayor. It seems he had been talking water bonds.

And that’s the way it went, Daddy said. Wallace Amory would give a politician’s speech and get a Pettigrew’s reception. He got up before the Methodist Men’s Association, and the Neely Cotillion, and the Rotary Club, and the Businessmen’s Council and was uniformly met with wild enthusiasm, which Daddy said was nothing more than overblown courtesy but which the mayor took to calling his “endorsement by the good people of this fine community.” And Daddy said Wallace Amory jr. became almost entirely unbearable. He said Neely wanted a mayor who made delightful conversation and danced divinely, not a political advocate. But Wallace Amory was burning to be an advocate, Daddy said, and he did not want to be delightful or divine, just earnest, deadly earnest. Daddy said it got to where the mayor would not talk anything but what he called Brass Tacks. Folks just have to tighten their belts, he would say. We have to take the good with the bad, he would say. The little man can’t hardly make it, he would say. Prosperity is just around the corner, he would say. Daddy said the mayor had grown particularly fond of this last one and could make it ring most impressively.

So he went off to Raleigh and represented us at conferences and political gatherings of every sort, and Daddy said the Chronicle would frequently run photographs of the mayor holding forth on taxes or leash laws or what Daddy called the general proximity of prosperity. And sometimes him and Momma would discover Wallace Amory jr. and Miss Pettigrew on the inside of the Greensboro Daily News where they had been caught posing at a fund-raising dinner or taking the dance floor at a political ball. Momma said Miss Pettigrew made a radiant picture, but the mayor always looked a little bothered. Daddy called that Wallace Amory’s camera face. He said it wasn’t exactly “bothered” the mayor was after but something more like “upstanding” or “concerned.” Daddy said it was just the mayor’s way of wearing his civic conscience between his ears so as to get it into the picture.

Of course we elected him to a second term of office. Momma said it was the decent thing to do, and Daddy said it was merely a serving up of justice, the only proper answer to the mayor having campaigned so untiringly throughout the four years of his first term; according to Daddy the natives of Neely are blessed with a keen sense of this sort of even-handedness. So the mayor got his second endorsement by the good people of this fine community and Daddy said he did a remarkable thing,  probably by way of celebration: he bought Miss Myra Angelique a monkey. Momma said she didn’t know Miss Pettigrew was lonesome for a pet and she didn’t imagine Miss Myra Angelique had ever expressed a desire for a monkey, but Daddy said it could have happened one evening when the mayor came home to the supper table after a long day of belt tightening and taking the good with the bad. He supposed Miss Pettigrew might have leaned over the sugar bowl and said, “Mayor,” which Daddy said was all she ever called him anymore, “I’d be pleased to have a chimpanzee.” And Daddy supposed the mayor frumped himself up a little and muddied his expression some and said, “Sister darling, your chimpanzee is just around the corner.”

“Louis!” Momma said. Daddy was hardly ever a very big hit with Momma.

We had never had a monkey in Neely before Miss Pettigrew got hers and the only one we had after was a fit-in-the-palm-of-your-hand monkey that Jimmy Roach and two of his brothers ordered out of the back of a comic book, and it wasn’t but two days and about four dozen palms later when that one gave up the ghost and had to be buried in a legal envelope in the Roaches’ backyard. Miss Pettigrew’s was a legitimate monkey-sized monkey right from the start and Daddy said it arrived in the front seat of a station wagon, uncaged and diapered. The mayor had a flagpole erected on his front lawn for it to climb on and hard by the sidewalk he staked a tether that would allow that creature to wander most anywhere inside the iron fence. Daddy said at first they called it Junious after a cousin of theirs, but later on, when they’d bought it a blazer and a plaid sportcoat and a porkpie hat and had discovered it had no love for trousers, they called it, Mr. Britches since they were the only things it was without.

Daddy said most folks in Neely had never seen a monkey before, so anytime the mayor or Miss Pettigrew turned it out of the house, an audience would collect against the fence. Of course, Daddy said, you always got the mayor along with the monkey, and the one of them would squat on the knob atop the flagpole and pick at himself while the other paced the lawn and talked issues. That was just the price of curiosity, Daddy said.

Politically, Miss Pettigrew’s monkey turned out to be quite an asset for the mayor. He was no longer very engaging on his own, but Mr.  Britches made him a human interest story and he got his picture in scores of newspapers and a couple of national magazines, which Daddy said was somewhat unfortunate for Neely since the mayor always looked a little foolish with his troubled expression and his arms full of chimpanzee. But Daddy said all it took was that monkey, and the mayor became what Daddy called a figure. He got his notoriety on the coattails of an ape, Daddy would say, and Momma said where we used to see pictures of the mayor with just Miss Pettigrew or just Mr. Britches, it got so that he’d show up in a crowd of senators, or with one arm around the lieutenant governor, or in the general company of the governor himself.

Then Mr. Nance came into the picture, and I mean actually into the picture right between Miss Pettigrew and the mayor and usually with one hand on the back of Miss Pettigrew’s neck and the other latched onto the mayor’s shoulder. But it wasn’t that way right off, Momma said. She said her and Daddy first picked out Mr. Nance in the Daily News. He was off to one side of the governor along with Mayor Pettigrew and the caption made him out to be a “Notable Democrat.” Then he showed up in the Chronicle, just him and the mayor, and Momma said they were eating sociables and smirking at each other; the Chronicle called this “having a confab.” Momma said after that Miss Pettigrew got in on the act and her and Mr. Nance would get caught having confabs of their own or taking a turn on the dance floor or posing with congressmen’s wives or congressmen themselves, and then it was the mayor on one side, Miss Myra Angelique on the other, and Mr. Nance in between attached to Miss Pettigrew’s neck and to the mayor’s shoulder.

He had been named Alton after his father and Daniel after his father’s brother, and Daddy said what people didn’t call him Mister knew him as A.D. or Addie Nance. He was what Daddy called a cookie magnate, or anyway his daddy had been a cookie magnate and he had inherited the rewards of his daddy’s ambition and perseverance, though he personally had no more of a hand in the manufacture of cookies than did the mayor in the construction of buildings. Daddy said he used his money to buy influence and used his influence to tinker with politicians, not dishonestly, Daddy said, since there was no official who could give him anything he couldn’t get for himself, but just as a means of whiling away the hours. So he helped get some folks into office and he helped get some folks out of office and he earned himself the title “Notable Democrat.” Daddy said he was a slimy individual. Momma didn’t know about that, but she was convinced he made the best shortbread cakes and cream-filled savannahs she’d ever tasted.

Mr. Alton Nance and rumors of the mayor’s candidacy arrived in Neely about the same time. The rumors came on the wind, Daddy said, but Mr. Nance was a little more stylish about it and hit town in a 1928 Ford Deluxe Phaeton with fender skirts. Daddy said it was in the most remarkable condition for a car of that vintage. According to Momma we were supposing governor or at least senator and were a shade disappointed when it turned out that the mayor was after nothing more than a seat in Congress; we’d just assumed he was no longer capable of modesty and caution, Daddy said.

As far as Momma was concerned, Mr. Nance was not a particularly handsome gentleman. She found him too squat and pasty-faced and said he did not look at all rich, just unhealthy. Daddy stuck with slimy, so he was a little more shocked than Momma when Mr. Nance and Miss Pettigrew began keeping company. Actually, it started out with the three of them climbing into Mr. Nance’s Phaeton and going to a show in Greensboro or to dinner in Winston-Salem or traveling all the way to Raleigh for some sort of political hubbub or another. Then the mayor merely withdrew his attendance, so it was really more that he left off with his company than they started keeping each other’s. But there was talk anyway, Momma said, talk that Miss Pettigrew was finally getting herself a husband who was as wealthy and as prominent as she was if only half as handsome, and talk of the mayor’s candidacy for one of the seventh-district seats, which he still had yet to officially announce but for which he had already begun to circulate lapel buttons and fliers.

Daddy said it all looked fine. It all looked proper. However, it was not fine and proper, he said, but rotten underneath like an apple that seems ripe and shiny enough on the outside but turns out to be brown and mealy when you bite into it. Daddy said Mr. Nance did not want to get married; he already was, to a woman who was paid astounding sums of money to remain what Daddy called invisible. That was the first problem, he said. The second was that the mayor alone knew it. Daddy said it was probably the appeal of glory and fame and power, touched with a little of boredom, that did away with the mayor’s good judgement, which was no excuse but was certainly a reason. So when Mr. Nance agreed to  give the mayor a seat in Congress (which was, after all, what he was doing) and when he made the mistake of supposing that the mayor could give him in return something finally he could not purchase, Daddy said it was somewhat understandable that the mayor made the mistake of supposing so too.

And it was a mistake, Daddy said, a tremendous miscalculation on the mayor’s part, and it ruined him, ruined him altogether. The mayor’s end of the bargain came due on a very warm, still night in Neely, and Momma said half the town was out in shirtsleeves making aimless excursions along the boulevard or lounging on porches in the dark. She said the silence was amazing and had a kind of hum to it, and Momma imagined that if a town can seem secure and contented then that’s what Neely seemed. Daddy said both wings of the Pettigrew house were all lit up and Mr. Nance’s car was parked alongside the curbing out front, which Daddy said was natural and reassuring, him being considered a suitor and the object of Miss Pettigrew’s happiness. And he said folks were wandering back and forth in front of the Pettigrew house with some regularity, a few of them pausing to admire the inside of Mr. Nance’s car but the better part of them just lingering along the fence and seeing what they could of luxury and grandeur through the Pettigrews’ milky window sheers.

Then Miss Myra Angelique screamed, Daddy said, and the people on the sidewalk out front of the Pettigrew house gaped at each other and the people on nearby avenues and porches caught up their breath and looked out into the darkness. And then Miss Pettigrew screamed again. Daddy said it was not the sort of wild and frantic screeching you’d expect from a woman but more along the lines of a high-pitched moan. It was wordless, he said, and brief and despairing. Momma said folks dashed for the boulevard from all over Neely since even those who hadn’t heard the outcry firsthand had already heard about it, and she imagined there were two or three dozen in attendance along the fence when Miss Pettigrew said, “I will not!” in a voice that was still high-pitched and somewhat mournful but a little more wild and a little more frantic. Daddy said the mayor tried to calm her down, or anyway that’s what people supposed since they could hear the drone of the mayor’s voice but could not exactly decipher any sense from it. Then Miss Pettigrew said, “NO!” and she was howling, Daddy said, and he said the  mayor’s voice came in again right behind hers, not soothing now but what Daddy called plaintive and more than a little frantic itself. But the mayor left off, Daddy said, when Miss Pettigrew broke in and wailed at him, “NO NO NO NO NO!” in a most frightful and wholly uncontained way.

That’s when Mr. Nance snuck away, Momma said, or at least that’s when folks first noticed him coming out from around the backside of the house and making for his car. Momma said he didn’t speak to anyone, didn’t even look anybody in the face, but just slipped into the frontseat and drove off. She said he was nearly four blocks from the house before he finally cut the headlights on. And then the Pettigrews’ front door flew open, Daddy said, and the mayor came backing out onto the porch with his forearms drawn up in front of his face and Miss Myra Angelique flailing and slapping at him with her open hands and driving him across the planking and onto the concrete steps. She was sobbing, Daddy said, and making noises like words but not words themselves, and he said that Mr. Britches came through the doorway behind them, turned his gums pinkside out, hooted once, and then bolted across the porch on his knuckles, cleared the bannister, and slipped off into the night.

Then Miss Myra Angelique went back inside, shut the door, and latched it behind her, and Daddy said the mayor stood on the walkway with his hands in his pockets and looked up at the stars and at a little piece of moon overhead. Daddy didn’t imagine the mayor knew he’d collected a regular gallery against the fence, but he said Wallace Amory didn’t even twitch when somebody called out from the crowd and said, “Mayor, your monkey’s done run off.”

The mayor just looked at the moon and the stars and he rattled a set of keys in his pocket and said, “Oh?”

Momma said that was the beginning of the end. Daddy said that was the end. And I suppose Daddy was onto it this time since nothing much else came along to advance the drama any. Miss Pettigrew, of course, did not marry Mr. Nance and, to the best of Momma’s knowledge, did not ever speak of him again—not even in derision. The mayor, of course, did not run for Congress and, to the best of Daddy’s knowledge, did not ever again speak of having intended to run—not even to folks wearing his likeness on lapel buttons. And Mr. Britches, of course, did not know enough about chickens to stay out of a henhouse and the chickens did  not care to know enough about a sportcoated monkey to tolerate the visit agreeably, so he was thrilled to be rescued and returned home.

Momma said the mayor had been guilty of indelicacy with Miss Pettigrew’s emotions. Daddy said he had simply tried to farm her out and had failed at it. They both agreed the whole episode was sad and unnecessary since the mayor did not need Mr. Nance to win his seat in Congress and certainly could not have lost it without him. And although Momma would not admit it, Daddy said Miss Pettigrew herself became somewhat tainted on account of the circumstances, not that she had engaged in anything unseemly but because her brother had supposed that she might. So when the Pettigrews became what Momma called retiring, Neely let loose of them and watched them fade almost completely from sight. The mayor took to walking only in the dusk of the day and rarely was Miss Myra Angelique at his elbow anymore. Momma said she had become the victim of sick headaches which were so severe as to send her to her bed for days at a time. The mayor hired Aunt Willa Bristow to see to his sister and she would sit at Miss Pettigrew’s bedside and do nothing but steep Miss Myra Angelique’s lace handkerchiefs in a bowl of vinegar and apply them to her forehead. Charge of Mr. Britches also fell to Aunt Willa, and Daddy said anymore when folks stopped at the fence to watch him scuttle up his flagpole and squat on the knob at the top of it, they got just the monkey, or maybe just the monkey and the amusement of seeing Aunt Willa fetch it in by yanking stiffly on the tether and saying, “Come on h’yer you ape” until Mr. Britches relented since she never would. And Momma said there was nothing sadder than to watch the lights in both wings of the Pettigrew house go out one by one early on in the evening while the rest of Neely was still lively and bright.

Then the mayor up and went on a cruise, or anyway Daddy said it seemed that he up and went since nobody knew he was leaving until he left or got wind of where he was going until he had already come back. He took a train out of Greensboro for Miami and from there he embarked on a ship called the Island Beauty which was scheduled for a stop at the Yucatan peninsula before heading on to points in the Caribbean. According to the ship’s captain, the mayor had been having a wonderful time of it, and he enclosed in his letter a snapshot of Wallace Amory jr. in the company of an Inca chief which, in a scrawled note on the back, was said to have been taken at a sacred burial ground at a cost to the  mayor of one dollar and seventy-five cents. They had tried, the captain said, they had all tried to dislodge the radish from the mayor’s throat—the ship’s doctor had even attempted a tracheotomy with a carving knife—but he had suffocated anyway and the captain was very sorry, very sorry, and would see to the transportation of the body himself as soon as the ship redocked in Miami, which was nine days off when the mayor died and still six days off when Miss Pettigrew got the captain’s letter by way of a company representative.

In the meantime the mayor was put in the meatlocker for safekeeping and Daddy said the freezer was either too cold or not cold enough and caused Wallace Amory jr. to turn an unspeakable color. So there was no viewing, no family hours at the funeral home, and by Miss Pettigrew’s request, the service was brief and private, so private in fact that she herself did not attend, leaving the preacher to carry on with God as his witness and under the passing scrutiny of a couple of funeral parlor attendants who wandered into the chapel to discover what in the world was going on there. When the mayor was finally laid to rest with his head at his daddy’s feet, Momma said that was in fact the end, but Daddy said that Wallace Amory had been more or less dead for a considerable spell already and this was just the official confirmation.

So Miss Pettigrew was left alone in the world except for her monkey and her negro woman, and Momma said she closed herself up in her daddy’s house and did not interrupt her solitude but twice—once of a Sunday prior to Christmas of 1962 when she attended the Methodist Church, and once in the summer of 1970 when she gave a July 4th luncheon out of the clear blue and distributed little colonial flags as favors. Otherwise she confined herself to her bedroom and her parlor while Aunt Willa cleaned for her and cooked for her and tended to her monkey for her and generally allowed Miss Myra Angelique to become an old woman in the privacy of her family home. It was no wonder then, Daddy said, that Neely was electrified by the appearance of Miss Pettigrew in her frontyard after nearly a decade of just a monkey on a flagpole and a sullen negro woman in the shadows under the porch awning. And ranting no less, and wearing a fitted bedsheet up on her shoulders for a cape. And though Momma assured us that it was probably good linen, maybe even Irish, Daddy said it was still madness and that was all that mattered.
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Miss Pettigrew first jigged on her lawn in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon and Daddy said folks lingered and dallied along the fence well on into twilight and were out early Wednesday morning so that they might happen by the Pettigrew house before midday came when they would commit themselves to casing it in earnest. But the doors stayed closed up and the yard remained vacant throughout the day, even to the top of the flagpole, and on Thursday only the most tenacious and otherwise unoccupied citizens of Neely haunted the Pettigrew end of the boulevard until they eventually went home unrewarded.

Then Friday came and nobody expected anything at all from Miss Pettigrew in the way of entertainment, so just the few folks with genuine business in the area saw her strike out from the house and turn south on the walkway in the direction of downtown. She was in the company of Mr. Britches, who, aside from his usual blazer and porkpie hat, was wearing black sneakers for the occasion; Miss Pettigrew kept him in check on a jewel-studded dog lead. Momma said Miss Myra Angelique was rather stylishly dressed for a woman who had hardly seen sunlight in almost a decade. She was wearing a navy skirt and matching jacket along with a white ruffly blouse and some sort of neckerchief that Momma said was certainly silk. Miss Pettigrew’s gloves buttoned at the wrist and were as startlingly white as her clutch purse, which was extremely elegant and sheathed in pearls. Momma had her reservations only as to Miss Pettigrew’s choice of hats. The one she had decided on set up on her head like a jarlid and was not quite as purely white as her gloves or her purse. It had put forth feathers in the back and was hung in front with a partial veil that stopped just short of Miss Myra Angelique’s eyebrows. Momma considered this sort of headwear a bit severe for a weekday afternoon. Otherwise, though, she said Miss Pettigrew was at the height of fashion and taste; Daddy said she had just managed to leave the bedsheets on the bed.

Daddy called it outright gawking. He said the mere sight of Miss Pettigrew on the street blasted folks into a kind of instant idiocy and faces fell slack and people went silent wherever she passed. Mr. Britches didn’t get the least little attention, not even when he climbed up atop a parking meter and relieved himself onto the curbing out front of the  Guilford Dairy Bar. Daddy said you’d have thought the gutters of Neely were intended to run with monkey urine. Nobody greeted Miss Pettigrew, he said, and nobody was greeted by her, though she looked pleasant enough and did not seem to be in any sort of hurry. And the only people who showed any noticeable signs of consciousness in the presence of her and her monkey were two salesmen in the doorway of the Ford dealership. One of them howled and pounded the jamb with his fist while the other just leered at him; he was dressed for all the world exactly like Mr. Britches except for the sneakers.

Miss Pettigrew and her monkey walked all the way from the Pettigrew house at municipal square, through town, past the cotton mill, and didn’t stop until they arrived at what is known as Southend, where people who can’t afford to live anywhere else live. Southenders are generally not exceptionally trashy, just poor. According to Daddy they are fairly proud, reasonably well-scrubbed people, and when Miss Pettigrew showed up in their part of town, everybody who knew what a Miss Pettigrew was (which was almost everybody) took her visit to be proof that Southend had finally arrived. Housewives mostly eased themselves out onto their front porches and then down to the street, where they collected in spirited little bands along the sidewalk and studied Miss Pettigrew’s progress, which was fairly steady and unswerving and took her dead towards Southend’s only park, a small plot of land that dwindles to a point where the boulevard and the Burlington highway run up on each other from more or less the same direction.

There isn’t much in the way of recreation in the Southend park since the center of the property is occupied by a concrete slab that supports the Neely water tower. Daddy has always said that the Neely tower is a gem of its breed since it is not of the usual variety with legs and a basin atop but is instead a steel cylinder which rises about one hundred and fifty feet into the air and, according to Daddy, can be seen by motorists a good mile or mile and a half outside of town. The outer shell fairly much bristles with rivets, and at regular five-year intervals the city council comes to terms with the most daring paint crew it can run up on and the exterior gets silvered over afresh. Nobody remembers precisely how but somehow two faithful reproductions of the Lucky Strike emblem found their way onto the upper quarter of what are more or less the east and west faces. It is the general consensus that the American Tobacco Company, which lies midway between Neely and Danville, paid for the privilege of permanent advertisement by funding the construction of the tower, and only old Mr. Nettles ever objected to the theory: before he passed on he swore up and down that the likeness of a jar of brilliantine had once been located partway up the Burlington side. But then Mr. Nettles didn’t ever recollect his dead wife’s name the same way twice, so it was probably the case that the Lucky Strike emblems had always been where they were and would still be there when the steel finally gave way and the water ran out on the ground.

Mr. Raymond Small told Sheriff Burton he was weighing a woman’s apples by the fruit bin out front of his grocery when he noticed Miss Pettigrew in the park across the street. He said he didn’t know her right off, since it would have been twenty-seven years in August that he had last seen her, but the monkey gave her away. He reported how he asked the woman beside him, “Isn’t that Miss Pettigrew there?” and he said she recognized the monkey too. Then all the women in the market came outside and Mr. Small said there were about a half dozen of them altogether and they watched Miss Pettigrew and Mr. Britches go in among the shrubbery at the base of the water tower.

The Ladies Garden Society of Neely had seen to the planting of several rosebushes around the concrete slab and had supplied a few sections of splitrail fence for them to cling to, but they had never flourished and taken hold like the ones along the borders of the sewage plant, which were said to have produced some truly incredible blossoms, so Miss Pettigrew had to poke around for awhile before she came up with any rose worth having. Mr. Small said she finally decided on two, a red one and a white one, and she broke them off from the vines and put them into her purse. Then she pulled a bread sack out from her jacket pocket, he said, and dropped her purse into that before leading Mr. Britches around to the access ladder and sending him up it ahead of her.

Mr. Small said he was astounded by her agility, and as far as he was concerned that monkey had nothing on her, though Mr. Small was obliged to add that Mr. Britches was slightly handicapped by his sneakers which were giving him fits. He said she climbed steadily, nudging the monkey on ahead of her when she caught up with him, and the two of them didn’t stop until they were along about as high as the Lucky Strike emblems, not so far up as the words “Lucky Strike,” he said, but pretty  much on a line with “It’s toasted.” And even then she didn’t take a breath, he said, but set in tying the neck of the breadsack to a ladder rung. And she never looked down, as far as Mr. Small could recollect, and he said she never jumped at all, just let go and fell over backwards. He said the ladies screamed and hid their faces but he just watched the hem of her skirt flap in the wind and never even blinked when she splintered a section of splitrail fence and landed in the scraggly heart of a rose bush. Mr. Small said the most miraculous part of the whole business was that her hat never came off, never even got batted askew.

Me and Momma didn’t know a thing about it, didn’t hear the sirens trailing off Southend way, didn’t get a word by phone or otherwise, just didn’t know anything at all until Daddy came home to tell us, and you’d have thought he would come sailing down the sidewalk screaming blood and murder, but it wasn’t like that, not in the least. He simply appeared, not on the walkway or the front porch, but inside the house, right there in the sitting room where I was lolling in his chair with my legs over the armrest. I never heard him coming and I don’t know how long he’d been standing beside me when I saw him, but I must have yelped like death. Anyway, Momma said that’s what brought her out of the kitchen, and she took one look at Daddy and said, “Louis?”

He didn’t have any color to speak of or much of any expression on his face, and without ever seeming to move at all he dropped his suitcoat, his satchel, his lunchbag, and his afternoon paper in a pile on the floor.

“Louis, are you alright?” Momma asked him. But Daddy just looked over her head to the far wall or maybe on into the kitchen and Momma reached out and touched his forearm with the tipends of her fingers.
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