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  Carolina Moon keep shining,

  Shining on the one who waits for me.


  from “Carolina Moon,” by Benny Davis and Joe Burke


  Part One


  


  It is still dark when Wallace Johnson drives through town to the post office. He’s worked this Sunday morning shift for years and he’s gotten used to it, gotten used to the absolute quiet, the seasonal rush of summer folks from all over creation. It dwindles in September to the couple of hundred locals and the weekenders whose real lives are elsewhere. Mountains of postcards, wish you were here!, also dwindle, to property tax notices and missing-children flyers. He has watched this coming and going his whole life and has rarely felt a longing to pick up and leave, himself.


  The doors of the small cinder block building stay locked while he sorts the mail left in the box last night. He is to where he can count down the Sundays he’ll spend this way. In just two months, early November, he’ll be retiring, and his Sunday mornings will be spent sleeping or reading or fishing. To some it might seem like life doesn’t offer Wallace much, but it does, every day, every meal, every good cup of coffee he pours from the metal thermos he brings in with him.


  He has just settled in when he recognizes the handwriting on an envelope in the box. For twenty-five years now the letters have arrived every month or so, no pattern, except that they’re always dropped in on Saturday nights. They are all addressed in the same loopy script, all addressed simply to Wayward One; Wallace is supposed to file and bag them with all the other “dead” letters that are dropped into the box without stamps or real addresses, children’s letters with play tattoos in the corners, letters to Santa Claus and to God. He was forty years old when the first Wayward One letter came; it was late fall, and other than a wadded up tissue and an empty Coke can, the letter was all that was there that morning.


  It seems a lifetime since the first one. Wallace’s children were still in high school, his oldest son just accepted into the state university, the youngest running track. When he looks back he sees years filled with worries, first over the mortgage, then the expense of college. Now the tuition days are over, and his sons are off with families of their own, little children who call him and Judy long-distance to sing songs and say snatches of things that don’t make much sense. And he feels accomplished, responsible for something good.


  That first letter he found was in red ink and doused with cologne. That’s what got his attention, the cologne, a scent he almost recognized. It had been a slow morning, a hard morning; he’d have loved nothing better when that alarm sounded but to turn it off and roll into Judy’s warm back. Judy smelled of Wind Song and had for years. Every holiday when the boys were little that’s what they gave her. Sometimes Wallace had wanted to put out his hands and make the world stop and let him breathe it all in. Sometimes he found himself waking and wondering what it was all about anyway. Why does everybody follow the pattern, follow the schedule? Why couldn’t he wake up one Sunday morning and just not show up at work, wake only to roll back into the deep warm comfort of his own world. He could be wayward. Without thinking past that moment he had torn into the envelope and held the smudged yellow papers in his hand, the script so looped and sprawling that it was difficult to read:


  10/29/69 11:30 PM


  Oh Dear, how could you? WHY did you? I’ve heard all the accounts, all the stories. I felt that people studied my face for reactions every time your name was mentioned. Of course, I’d felt that way since the first time I ever laid my eyes on you in that ramshackle club down at Ocean Drive. I was too old to be hanging out at such a place so you sure as hell were. There were pinball machines beeping and ringing and that song “What Kind of Fool” kept playing over and over. There was talk that they might tear down the Ocean Forest Hotel and I remember thinking what a different world it had become since I was a child and staying there. I knew who you were, everybody did. You waved to people you had never met and acted like you were friends.


  You were wearing a wrinkled, white cotton shirt, the cuffs pushed up to your elbows and the tail hanging out. If only I had had the sense to stay away from you. I hate you for what you’ve done and yet I feel that it’s not all over. I don’t know what I mean to say exactly; it’s kind of like a feeling I have about things. Did I ever tell you that I sometimes feel too powerful for words? It’s not something you really go around spouting.


  I remember the first time I ever felt that way I was a child and sitting way up under our house. It had been torn down long before you moved to town, but you can picture it. It was a house much like that one across from the old A&P, the one with the wraparound porch and dark green awnings on the upper windows. It looked bigger than it was, so much of the space given to high ceilings and the way it was builtway up off the ground. That’s what I liked about it. I could stand on my knees as an eight-year-old and still not hit my head on the rough boards of the foundation and plumbing. It was my world and it made me feel powerful.


  I drew it all out, the whole world in the dry black dirt. I’d hear my mama walking around above my head. I’d hear doors creak and furniture absorbing the weight of somebody or another. “Sugar, where are you?” she’d sometimes yell out, and I’d sit quietly, the late afternoon light coming through the lattice work that surrounded the underneath part of the house. There was something magical, almost mystical about the way that light hit my legs and the world I’d drawn there in the dirt, the fancy houses and the shops, the places where people wore long dresses and drank tea.


  I felt so strong in those moments, made stronger by my silence, my absence from the world above my head. I knew when my mother ran some water in the kitchen sink or flushed the toilet. I heard her ring the phone on the kitchen wall, short cranks, nobody in town had more than three digits to the number. I remember thinking that this is what it felt like to be dead and in another place; this is what God must feel as he sits back and does nothing while sirens sound and cars honk, people scream, and Mamas spend more time on their hair than on their children. I still feel that way, have off and on my whole life. There are times when I feel as powerful as God, when I play God, for that matter.


  That would scare a lot of people to hear me say such a thing but not you, never you. Nothing scares you. Not even death. When I heard about it, I said, “What a hateful selfish bastard.” My husband heard me and he questioned me, looked hard at me. He knew. I asked why you didn’t get a prescription, take some sleeping pills? Why didn’t you throw yourself in the river? I felt sorry for your wife and I told people so. I said, that poor child, to have to live with his daddy doing such a selfish thing, to feel like his daddy didn’t love him enough to live.


  No, in my world I would’ve killed you a different way, a stronger way. I would have leaned my head up against the lattice work of my childhood home and peered out at the bed of hollyhocks in my neighbors’ yard. I’d have kept myself there in the cool darkness out of the bright hateful world. I’d have lulled you in like a spider into a web, and spun and spun my cottony threads until you were bound in a cocoon and unable to breathe. Or maybe I would have pulled you into the Ocean Forest, that huge brick building, ocean front like a castle, and I would have pulled you into the big old elevator and led you down deserted hallways to a room facing the sea, heavy silk drapes whistling with the wind and we would have hidden in a tangle of white cotton sheets.


  If I had had the power, I would simply have loved you to death, but who had the chance? Who really had the chance to love you. I was there for God’s sake! I was there just minutes before it happened. Did you ever even think how this was going to make ME feel? Your bed still smelled of ME, like this letter, like the red scarf I had draped over your lamp and forgot to take. I wonder what happened to my scarf. I wonder why you didn’t do as you had promised you would and just go back to sleep. But no. I imagine the door clicking behind me and with that click your eyes opening. You were just waiting weren’t you, waiting to get up and kill yourself without any thoughts about anybody else. Truth be told you never wanted to be loved. Well, you screwed up didn’t you? For somebody so unworthy of love, you had yourself some folks who did. You had me.


  After he’d read the letter, Wallace had put it in a plastic baggie and sealed it up, just as he would do to a letter on its way somewhere and damaged in the process, but instead of the standard drawer, he had made himself a new file, a weathered gray cardboard folder there at the back of the cabinet. Someday someone might come looking for that letter.


  He knew that it was likely connected to a suicide that took place down at the far end of Ferris Beach. The owners of the house had rented to the same man for years and they were angry that he killed himself there. It was bad for business. Children made up ghost stories. All Wallace had ever heard was that the man was a writer of some sort. Then here came the other side of the storyher sidenot the wife, but her, this woman with the red scarf and cologne, this woman he might someday meet, and somehow touch the very cog of a story that would continue to spin forever. Over time, the beach house had given in, as if to the pressures of the suicide and all the ghost stories, and slowly let itself be taken over by the shifting shoreline. To Wallace, it seemed fitting in a sad way to let nature finish what she’d started. He fishes down at that point often and watches the two shores of the inland waterway fight for control. Sandbags, slick white walls of plastic, are lined up on both sides to prevent erosion but the water keeps coming, keeps washing; it takes what it wants to take. Sometimes, when the blues are running, Wallace stops baiting his hook because the fishing starts to interfere with his pipe smoking and his scanning of the horizon. At the right time of day, you can see the tip of a sunken barge. The water pulls and spirals into the wreck. You can see a school of sleek silver dolphins arching in the distance. Sometimes the fishing interrupts his thoughts of the woman; how she might come to search the strand for lost traces of the life she used to have.


  Now here he sits again, breathing the familiar cologne. This may be the last letter of hers he ever gets. This could be the final piece to a puzzle. He reaches for a letter opener and slits the envelope open carefully; his pulse quickens as usual and in his mind there comes a woman’s voice, a voice from one of the neighboring towns in this rambling county. He is on her side, and he doesn’t have the chance to tell her. He hasn’t told Judy about the letters. In all of the years of their life, this is his only secret. Somehow it seems right that every person needs a secret.


  SATURDAY NIGHT


  Dear Wayward One,


  I find myself thinking of the old days lately, I find myself thinking of your hands now nothing but bone, your ring hanging loosely, a tiny flash of light there in your padded darkness, like the fillings of your teeth, the cufflinks I heard you woreher cufflinks, her present to you. I’ve always meant to write you about that and always forget.


  It seems so silly now to think of how mad I got when I heard what you wore, like you could have really done something differently! I was mad that you didn’t wear the cufflinks I gave you, those funny little mice with rhinestone eyes. They were the cheapest gift I could find that Christmas because I was so mad at you. I wanted to give you something as cheap and ugly as I thought you were because I loved the hell out of you and couldn’t stand the thought that right there across town you were trying to make your life work, trying to make the son you’d run out on love you. On behalf of somebody who was run out on, I can honestly tell you that it doesn’t work that way. Buy him a dog, fill his stocking with candy, it just isn’t that easy and it was foolish of you to think so. I was hoping that he’d still smell the dishonesty on you; that he’d smell me on your neck and face and so would she. I imagined her perking up her ears like that stupid little dog you bought, her eyes glassy with hate. I was there, you know. I never told you but I was there for the big reunion. I was in a borrowed car, just parked and waiting, the boy extending his hand to you like you might have been a complete stranger, the wife turning her sharp little face away from your kiss. I couldn’t picture you in bed with her, not then, not now, not ever, though I don’t know why I can’t.


  I mean didn’t I go straight home to my own husband and pull him under the mistletoe? I pulled him around his whole life. I pulled him by his manhood and by the heart, and he loved me every day of his life. He knew about you and loved me just the same. Then you were gone and now he’s gone. And it’s your hands I keep thinking of now. I think of your blunt square nails, nicotine stained and warm, rough on the sides of your thumbs from your habit of weeding out the grass from between the bricks of your old rented walkway. How many nights did you squat there and pull and pull, obsessed with getting every new little sprig that had taken root in the night while we whispered and kissed, risking hurt and humiliation. The hands.


  What a small part of the body and yet a whole life is there, every trace of the fingertip, skin and cells. I remember the time you sunburnt your back on an overcast day, the blues were running too good to stop you said, it didn’t feel hot, it was barely May. Ten days later you lay face down while I loosened the dead skin and pulled it off in strips. I held a piece up to the light and I could see the marks and texture, like dried glue or gummy paste. You said, “Peel me, it feels good” and I continued the whole afternoon while you dozed under my touch. I peeled you like a plum, a grape, your skin glazed in salt. I would love to feel your hands right now, cupping my face, pulling me to you. Sometimes I wish you had burned to ash, that you were somehow scattered to the wind, rather than confined there in your dark satin box, empty sockets and protruding jaw, hip blades protecting and housing absolutely nothing. You are nothing in my life, and everything.


  All these years have passed and I am still haunted, still longing. I see you now in a younger form, a thinner, sweeter form. You appear at my door, your toolbox in hand, and I lead you in, watch your back as you walk away. Through this image, this apparition of what might have been you, I have found some bit of forgiveness. Could it be I’m getting soft in these later years? Remember that joke about when you get old everything that’s supposed to be soft gets hard and what’s supposed to be hard gets soft?? Well, maybe that applies to my heart. Maybe what I can do is help others find love and peace and security.


  These things are not easy to come by, but that’s old news and I don’t feel like dealing in old news today. I’m feeling tired, you know? I’m real goddamned tired. I’m so tired that every now and then I start thinking that I understand what you did and then I really get mad because I’ve never been weak a day in my life and you, my love, were nothing but. I truly wish I could hate you for it.


  Wallace pours another cup of coffee and looks at himself in the chipped brown mirror over the small lavatory. A lifetime has just about come and gone. How easy it is to respond to bells and rings and calls and cries. How easy it was for this poor woman to devote a whole life to a dream, to spend all of her time looking to what life was or is going to be. The best part of going fishing is the getting ready; buy your cut bait or bloodworms, get some beer and a bag of ice, cooler, snacks, sandchair, then spread it all out, set it all up like a little world, like that woman did as a child up under her house. Wallace Johnson would much rather read about a place far off from home than go there. He has always known that if he went, it wouldn’t live up to what he’d thought. He has been this way his whole life, and now with retirement in view, he’s starting to feel good about the way life has gone. There’s a need for the anchors and the cogs, a need for those who stay in place and mind the shop. How else is there such a thing as history? How else can a child come home if he should need to?


  


  Tom Lowe parks his truck off to the side where the asphalt road buckles and disappears in a slope of slick sandbags and warning signs. The old cottages on this stretch of the beach are condemned, their doors and windows boarded up, porch wood rotten and sagging. When the tide comes in, the waves will lap the steps of the last house, leaving a ring of brown foam; the water will rise up to what’s left of the road like one of those mirages you think you could drive on through.


  Tom unlaces his workboots and tosses them onto the seat of the truck, slaps his leg, and calls to the old black-and-white collie riding shotgun. It is still low tide, and once they maneuver their way over broken concrete and splintered boards, they are on the strand and walking out to where there used to be still more houses. The sand is hot and squeaks with every step. The only other person in sight is a fisherman way down at the point.


  Even though Tom’s hometown is only fifteen miles inland, there are children there who have never seen the ocean. They don’t know the origin of the sharp briny odor they accept as home, have never heard the constant rushing of the surf. Their summers are spent in the flat, sandy blueberry patches and dusty tobacco fields of the area. Many of their families have no cars.


  Tommy Lowe had led such a childhood. His father loved the ocean, and his mother rejected everything of importance to his father. If his father had spent all their money on air, talked only of air, then his mother would have bound their heads in plastic dry-cleaning bags.


  But Cecil Lowe’s passion had been the oceanhis ultimate dream an oceanfront lot, where high-tide waves would slap and spray creosote-pitched pilings. He bought such a house in 1953, and Tommy’s mother never forgave him. She was pregnant and wanted a house in town. At the time he had sold one short story to the Saturday Evening Post, and he believed that first publication foretold a career of literary honors and money pouring in. The Lowes divorced a year later, not long after Hurricane Hazel hit the Carolina coast with a roar and persistent force that left his father’s dream property submerged. Ten points for the ocean, zero for Cecil, he was heard to have said out at the Waffle King Diner, the one spot in the dry county where there was liquor for the regulars. I surrendered when I saw the front porch cave in, he laughed, his eyes already glassy. For years he regaled folks around town with his tales of observing the hurricane, how, minutes before Hazel struck in full force, he fled to a friend’s house on the inland waterway, how they proceeded to drink through the storm, how fortunate they had remained in one of two rooms left standing.


  Tommy himself saw the ocean for the first time when he was six. A couple in town, Mr. and Mrs. Lonnie Purdy, loaded up the whole first-grade class in a big yellow school bus and took them on a field trip. Though he didn’t know it at the time, the Purdys had chosen to park the bus on the very piece of property that belonged to Tommy. They and the children had stood at the back of his lot at low tide, the very spot where thirty years later he dreams of a hot tub and permanent keg. That is, if the ocean ever coughs up what rightfully belongs to him, this pitiful birthright, submerged land and a stack of yellowed copies of the Saturday Evening Post, all with the same date, all with the same words in the table of contents: “ ‘A Dream of Lost Lovers,’ by Cecil Lowe,” a rather hot title to be found under the Norman Rockwell cover painting of a happily freckled, peachy-keen family, like Tommy Lowe never knew.


  But at six, he’d known nothing of his property. All he knew was he was thrilled to be there, thrilled to be in the presence of the Purdys, a couple so weird that children automatically assumed they were richMr. Purdy drove an old Cadillac and wore driving gloves, and Mrs. Purdy wore long flowing dresses and a snake bracelet on her plump upper arm.


  What Mrs. Purdy told each new first-grade class was that she had grown up in Fulton and not seen the ocean until she was in high school. She told the children that the first time she ever saw the ocean, the first time she ever smelled the salt air, she felt she had seen the whole creation; she said she couldn’t put it into words, not then and not now, but the sight of the water, the swells and spray, gave her life “perspective.” Tommy remembers her saying that word, perspective, her shiny pink lips sounding it slowly, her painted-on eyebrows going up in a way that said, Do you get what I’m saying? She told the children that she had something to give back, a debt to pay, which is how she got the principal to hand over the school bus keys every September. The first-graders had never seen a grown-up who wore such strange-looking clothes. They had never known an adult who listened to them so hard, eyes wide and never blinking as she twisted her long dark hair around and around her hand. She had hair longer than any of the girls in the class, and it was exciting to be with her, to stand close enough to catch a whiff of her perfume. Even after Mr. Purdy died, she made this yearly pilgrimage so every first-grader in the town of Fulton, regardless of the last name or street address or money available, spent at least one September afternoon rolling in the sand and wading in the surf. Come that perfect fall day (and she invariably picked a good one), the children would all be there, lined up in front of the school waiting for a seat on Mrs. (now she uses Ms.) Purdy’s bus.


  THESE DAYS, TOMMY does a lot of work for Ms. Purdy (she has recently changed the pronunciation to Pur DAY). She dresses the same way exactly and her hair, though gray, is still yanked back in a bushy ponytail that reaches the middle of her back. Tommy does carpentry and brick work, furniture refinishing and repair. He recently finished building a huge deck to surround the hot tub he installed for her new business (a quit-smoking clinic), and now he’s building a closet in the small apartment she has over her garage. He once tried to tell Mrs. Purdy (she insists he call her Quee, though it doesn’t come off his tongue easily) what an impact she made on him with that trip, but she wouldn’t allow it. He was hoping to work his way up to thanking her for the other time she had helped him as well, that time when he was in high school with nowhere else to turn.


  Now he kneels in the firm, damp sand that belongs to him. He pays forty-one cents a year in county taxes and eleven cents to the city. Every day he takes a break from his work and comes here, sometimes just to sit, sometimes to wade in and pace off the lot, seventy feet deep and fifty feet wide. He sits back, jeans and sneakers wet and sandy, and scoops his hands into the sand. One of the few times he actually talked to his father, they were here, at the beach. Tom was ten and interested in the stories his father had to tell about the pirates who once inhabited these very waters. Cecil told him that their name, Lowe, was derived from George Lowther’s, a pirate from England who killed himself. “It makes sense that he would,” Tom’s father had said that day, the hem of his khakis damp, the sleeves of his white dress shirt rolled up to just below the elbow. Then they drove back into town where his father took him to the new bank building to ride the elevator up to the third floor. It was the highest building in town.


  Tom tried that day to absorb all he could about his father. It had been six years since he had seen him and might be another six before he saw him again. He realized he had his father’s coloring, the straight, almost black hair and hazel eyes; he had the sharp facial bones and full lips. But his father was a lanky six feet and two inches, and Tommy was one of the shorter boys in his class.


  In the car, his father talked about Atlantis, how maybe somewhere out in the depths of the ocean there existed a whole world that had been swallowed, bottled. Tommy had tried to imagine it, his own town submerged, wavy and dark in the deepest depths. He imagined their house, a small brick ranch washed through: windows black, drapes undulating like sea anemones, sparse furniture held in place by the weight of the water. Cecil talked about how easily the world could come to an endit could happen in numerous ways, to the world at large or to the world of an individual. “For instance, the world your mother and I created,” he said and paused, the car idling at the intersection. “It ended.” He stared straight ahead, jaw clenched, and in that moment Tommy understood why his mother hadn’t wanted to let him go on this outing. This was what she was scared about. This is what she must have meant all of those times she told Tommy that his father was a dark-hearted man. “It was sad that it ended,” he continued. “I love your mother. That wasn’t what it was all about.” Tommy wanted to ask thenas he has many many times sincewhat was it all about, then? Was it him? Had his being born ruined that world, because his father had certainly never said anything to take that burden away from him.


  His mother, on the other hand, told him many things, maybe too many things. She told him how she waited to hear from his father during Hazel, how Tommy was just an infant but Cecil had thought nothing of heading down to the beach with his buddies. He sat there, shit-faced (Tommy’s mother had used the word inebriated), and watched the storm, which he later described to Tommy’s mother with such claritythe slate gray of the sky darkening still, while ferocious winds swept porches and piers into the sea like so many matchsticks. The rush of the blinding rain and the crazy kick of adrenaline as he braced himself for death.


  Tom’s mother had told him that when his father returned home two days later, it was like she was seeing a ghost. He hadn’t shaved, and he stood all hunch-shouldered out on the stoop where the rain still dripped from the aluminum awning that had fallen to one side. She told Tommy that she greeted him with a shush and pointed to the corner of the room where Tommy was sleeping in the playpen. Cecil went straight to the corner and knelt there, addressed his child as if he were an adult, informed him that it was a great shame but due to forces of nature beyond his control he had just lost Tommy’s inheritance, a lovely piece of oceanfront property that should have been worth thousands. Whenever Tommy’s mother told that story, he tried to imagine his father out on the stoop, looking like a ghost. He wanted to believe that his father was like Gray Man, the famous apparition who arrives as a warning, a safety sign to those lucky enough to glimpse his shadowed form. It was in a book Tommy had read at school along with other ghost stories like “The Maco Light,” in which a headless man wanders the train tracks in search of his head, and the one where a Confederate general appears at dusk on the very spot he died at Fort Fisher.


  THIS SUNKEN PIECE of property haunted his childhood as he tried to imagine the house that had once stood. That house was his father’s world, a pirate’s cove, a treasure chest, golden words and a .38 revolver, while fifteen miles away his mother paced the small hallway from her dark bedroom to the front window. His parents’ romance was a story everybody in town knew because it was one Cecil Lowe told so often, his wooing and loving of one Betty Jean Kirkland, a shy sweet girl who was known all over town as the girl whose mother sewed wedding gowns in a fancy shop downtown. Her mother’s mannequin, Betty Jean often stood on a stool up in the window of the store, all dressed up in white shiny cloth while her mother knelt and tucked and pinned the fabric. She was pretty and slight, like a lovely silver moth, Cecil once wrote in a poem. The day he arrived in Fulton on his way from the bus station to the only hotel in town, he spotted her there in the window. He walked straight into the store and in perfect tune and pitch, asked the woman at the desk, “How much is that girlie in the window?”


  Tom’s mother’s stories were either good or bad. There was no gray area at all. His father was first handsome and brilliant and courtly and devoted and then despicable and hateful, selfish and cruel. He had been courtly and devoted on that October afternoon he and Tommy kicked through the leaves and entered the brand-new bank building. Everything still smelled of paint and plaster and the rubber backing of the new tan carpet in the offices. They rode the elevator in silence as Tom’s father talked about real skyscrapers and the way they are built to sway, built to give in to nature just enough that they can survive. “Not a bad code to adopt,” he said as the doors slid open and they stepped into the empty, glassed-in space. From here Tom could see the steeples of all the area churches, and he could see the Confederate statue in front of the courthouse. He stared at the cuffs of his father’s pants, still damp from their walk on the beach.


  “I’m taking you to all of my favorite spots today,” his father said. “Good view, huh?” His hands were deep in his pockets, and he jingled keys and change as he paced from one end of the room to the other. “Right over there is where I first saw your mother”; he leaned his forehead onto the glass and it was difficult for Tom to discern if he was staring down at Main Street or back into his own eyes. “She was quite the belle of the ball.” He pulled a lighter from his pants and then reached into his shirt pocket for the pack of Lucky Strikes there. “But all did not go as planned.” He walked to the other end of the room and lit his cigarette, his hand cupping the flame as if he were standing in a windstorm. “I come up here and I see before and after. I look at where I first met your motherthe beginningand I come over here and I see how it all turned”he breathed in and blew a thin stream of smoke into the glass“or rather didn’t turn out.” Tom walked over and followed his father’s pointed finger, looking through the glass, beyond the parking lot of the First Baptist Church, and right into the side corner of his own house, just one window visible, the rest safely concealed by the privet hedge and the large oak tree.


  “You just can’t get away,” he whispered. “You see?”


  Now he leaned against the glass, his hands cupped like blinders while the cigarette in his right hand burned dangerously low.


  “I’ve been up here at night before and watched your mother sitting there in the window. It’s where she always sat at night and where she still does. I planted that privet hedge. I dug a trench and filled it with water.”


  Without turning away, he crushed the cigarette into the windowsill and pointed his finger, squinted his eye as if lining up a scope.


  “No sir, Tommy. You will always be accountable for every second of your life. Do something good, and you can use it forever. Do something bad, and it’ll haunt the hell out of you. Your mother can act like I’m not a part of her life, but every night when she sits in that chair and looks out on that privet hedge, every night when I may or may not be watching her, every night when she’s watching you, then I’m there.”


  It was this memory, the view from the bank building, that is Tom’s last of his father. The only other memory he had was from when he was four, and now he isn’t sure if the memory was real or created. It is true that he was in the grocery store with his mother, and it is true that he saw his father. What he remembers is a tall man stepping from behind a pyramid of apples, green and red and yellow, the old checkered floor littered with pasteboard boxes and crates. He remembers several pieces of fruit rolling and landing in a succession of thuds, as his mother grabbed him by the hand and pulled. “Stay away,” she said through clenched teeth. “Haven’t you done enough by now?”


  “No, no I haven’t,” he followed them up and down the aisles, his dress shoes clicking with each step. “He’s my son, too. I want to make it up to him.”


  “Good,” she said. “Sell your underwater house for what you paid for it and send him to college some day. Buy him some school clothes and that Matt Dillon doll he talks about nonstop!” She stopped suddenly and pulled Tommy to her, smoothed his hair as if to apologize.


  “He’ll go to school.”


  “You’re damned right about that.” She froze and put a hand to her mouth and then let it drop to her chest, mouthed an apology to the woman in the checkout. Her mouth was quivering and her hands shook as she opened her billfold to pay for their food.


  “Tommy,” his father had whispered then and held out his hand. In the memory or what he believes to be memory, there is a sense of recognition, the hand reaching for him is safe, welcoming. “I love you,” his father said. “I never meant to hurt you.” Tommy doesn’t remember if he reached back. What he remembers is all the times he tried to reconstruct the memory, tried to chisel an image of Cecil Lowe into his mind. Even after the day at the bank, Tom had clung to the earlier memory, the part where his father said, “I never meant to hurt you.”


  And his mother confirmed his memory. Yes, they had seen his father in the store, his father had told Tommy that he loved him, had reached out and tried to get him to move away from his mother’s side. Tom’s mother said, yes, it was true that his father never meant to hurt him at all, and that’s why he chose to stick a gun in his mouth and blow himself away. And who was called to clean up that mess? Who? And all that was in the will was left to Tommy, that’s true. How wonderful. A moth-eaten tuxedo, twenty copies of that godforsaken story, and an underwater lot.


  Now his mother never even mentions Cecil Lowe unless Tom brings him up. Her life is church socials and the civic center, where she hands out programs for whatever ballet, school play, or band recital is held. Now the tide is coming in, the water up and foaming over the outline of the master suite.


  His own home fifteen miles away is nothing more than a flatbed camper on an empty lot. The camper’s two halves open like wings to form beds on either side, a canvas roof zippers down to the little half door. This is the property his mother gave to him, a lot on which she had dreamed of building the perfect house, but for whatever reason decided to stay where she was. It’s right in the middle of what is becoming the very nicest neighborhood: curbed and guttered, BMWs and Volvos in every drive, antebellum and Williamsburg, Tudor and contemporary; new houses springing from the earth like plants, growing and spreading to fill in every square inch of space with three-car garages and satellite dishes, swimming pools and tennis courts. The earth is scooped to the side and the grass is trucked in and rolled out, watered like clockwork by the underground sprinklers at every house on the street, skipping, of course, Tom Lowe’s yard and camper.


  People want to say something to him. They try to, in what they think are subtle ways. They say things like, “You must be planning some house, Tom,” and he just stares back and smiles. The truth is that he was here first. He was here when there were no streetlights and pavement. He was here when the pine trees were so thick that his camper and the narrow dirt road leading to it were completely hidden. His drive is still dirt, which turns to slick red mud in a hard rain.


  His trees are still thick and overgrown, wild blackberries rambling out front where he has recently (in response to the inquisitive neighbors) placed a giant thermometer sign. The sign says: “A home will be built on this site when the necessary money is raised.” He didn’t paint in any figures; he’s not building a house, at least not on this piece of land. His house will be on the beach with cross circulation of sea breeze, a view from every angle. In the meantime he has collected up to two thousand dollars in anonymous “love gifts” (as charity donations are called locally), some of which he uses over at Buddy Dog to adopt the biggest and oldest (and thus oftentimes most undesirable) canines to be had and the rest to care for them. He now has quite a collection: two labs and three beagles, several mixed breeds, a greyhound recently retired from a track down in South Carolina, a springer spaniel (Calico Jack), and a feisty, sometimes ferocious Pomeranian (Anne Bonny)all named for pirates. All are fixed and all wear Invisible Fence collars, so that when unsuspecting neighbors come up close to peer through his pine trees, they are met by what looks like a band of wild dogs. The biggest dog, Blackbeard, is the same mutt he had when he moved into the camper, the same one who rides around in his truck all day, a collie with bad arthritis who has slept in Tom’s bed without any other invited guests for quite a few years. People act like his lack of a love life is far stranger than that he spends his time walking the boundaries of his underwater property and adopting behavior problem dogs. And that’s how he knows that people have about as much hindsight and insight as those big fake-brick pillars that mark the entrance to his neighborhood. If they did, they would not have to look back far in his life to understand his solitude and his desire to opt for nobody over just anybody. If they did, they might jump on his father’s suicide as an explanation, but they would only have grazed the surface. That’s why he likes doing work for Ms. Purdy, Quee; she knows another part of his life. She knew him when he stood waiting to either win or lose. She knew him when he was a senior in high school and known all over town as TomCat. TomCat Lowe, a name that has stuck and followed him all these years later.


  


  Testing . . . testing. . . . It is early in the morning on June, oh, what the hell, June something, and I am tooling right down Interstate 95 to my new life. I just bought this cheap little recorder at an all-night diner where they had a lot of crap at the checkout. I also bought a rape whistle and a mood ring like I once had when I was in the ninth grade. I could’ve bought some fruit-flavored condoms (if that tells you what kind of place I was in), but I passed. I have taken a vow of celibacy, so relieved as hell to be out of the life that is now four hours behind me in the D.C. area. I plan to tell all on these tapes, my life, my secrets. I mean why not? I’m driving along thinking that that big old meteor or whatever it was that hit Jupiter could just as easily slam into Earth and wipe us all out and wouldn’t I be so sorry if I’d stayed in a miserable life? Wouldn’t I be sorry if I’d spent my days fretting over this calorie or that. Just prior to entering the marriage I’m now leaving, I was driving down this same interstate, and what did I see but a big white horse racing down the side of the road. At first I thought I was hallucinating, and then I thought it was a sign like from Revelation, coming for to carry me home or some such. Of course then I saw this red-faced farmer hauling ass, with a harness clutched in his hand and a deserted plow out in the middle of a tobacco field. Still, I should’ve taken heed. If a friend had told me that story, I’d have said, It’s a sign, stay single.


  I’ve always been asked for advice by others. It comes to me naturally, whether I want the position or not. It’s like all I have to do is walk into a room, and within five minutes everybody who’s anybody with a problem has come up and affixed himself to me. I think of myself as a crazy magnet. I say, Step right up, step right up, put on your iron filings suit and get sucked my way. Give me your lost and crazed. Are you on drugs? Are you afraid to come out of the closet? Do you like to tell others every graphic detail of your sex life or intestinal functions? Well then, clearly, I’m the woman you’ve spent your life looking for. The trouble is that I’m so goddamned sick and tired of listening to all your crap that I have decided to set up shop and just talk to myself for a few months since all of you problem types out there just don’t happen to ever have time to listen.


  If you’re listening to these tapes, then there’s a very good chance that I’m dead. So fine, listen. Sit back and enjoy yourself. My name is Mary Denise Parks, but everybody calls me Denny just like the restaurant. I am thirty-five years old and on my way to Fulton, North Carolina, where I have a job waiting for me. I am going to put my crazy magnet properties to good use and become a therapist. I have never been a therapist; I only took introduction to psych in college, where I majored in recreation. Serious recreation of course. I have spent the past several years going into rest homes and tossing balls of yarn into hands too old to catch and helping the more virile types glue dried beans onto boards in shapes of chickens and sunrises and so on. People say I’m good at what I do. People were crazy about me in Virginia, where I lived as the wife of an academic, an English professor who spent his whole life researching writers who had allergies. As a result, he spent an enormous amount of time studying the sneeze, what part of the brain controlled it, bright lights, and so on. He couldn’t shut up about that French guy who liked to watch others, if you know what I mean, and otherwise stayed corked up in his room his entire life writing one really long book, and then that woman poet from Boston whose name I can’t think of either. He referred to them as “the asthmatics,” which I said sounded like a punk rock band that might be into leather and little face masks, like Dennis Hopper used in Blue Velvet. People said my husband must be such an interesting person. Yeah, right, that’s why I felt inclined to take off all of my clothes while watching Body Heat in a public theater. William Hurt was so close I could have spit a Raisinet and hit him. I was almost shed of everything when the manager of the theater came and asked me to put my clothes back on, and then somebody called my husband to come and get me. He was so mad, his jaw clenched tightly. I faked several sneezes to distract him and went on about my business. I knew I was out of there.


  So here I am; my godmother, who I have not seen since I was five years old, is waiting for me. She knows what happened in Virginia; my mother called to tell her. My husband said if I got some really intensive psychiatric help that he thought he might some day be able to forgive me. He said that if I would submit to his advice and suggestions that he could make everything work. This from a man who couldn’t even operate the VCR. This from a man who liked his sex like he liked his martinis, dry and neat. This from a man who couldn’t stand NOT knowing an answer to a question, even at the risk of making a fool of himself, which I now understand is why he picked such a subject as “the sneeze” to occupy his pitiful little life. I was out of there. I had known within a month of marrying the old bore that I had made a mistake; I knew when one of the young residents who regularly came to Sunrise Rest Home asked me on a date and I had to stop sorting out kernels of colored popcorn and think about it. I never wore my wedding ring at work with the excuse of fear of losing it, since I had to wash my hands with industrial-strength soap a zillion times a day. Now that I’ve been brushing up on my psychology a bit, I know better. I had a subconscious desire to be asked out. I stared into that young doctor’s big blue eyes, the dark circles underneath from all of his night hours tending the sick and the dying. I imagined myself in his arms, my mouth pressed against his. He said, “You know I don’t get many nights off, but I happen to be free this Friday and a friend of mine is having a party . . .” I watched his mouth moving with the words and all I could feel deep inside of me was the seed of truth and reality like a bean soaked in water to soften and expand, burst forth with a vine of reckoning that squeezed the life out of me. How could I have been so stupid as to think that at the age of thirty my life had been over? I was just another one of those women who thought she heard that stupid proverbial clock ticking and jumped into the first relationship that seemed somewhat decent. What did I know? I never knew my father. He died when I was an infant. This is what I have in common with my godmother, Quee Purdy (she pronounces it Pur DAY, like she might be French or something). She ended her letter to me saying just that: “We are women who spent years missing our fathers and who cling to every story and bit of information we can collect about the men who gave us life. We are women who understand psychology. We are held together by our love for one person, your mother (as finicky and difficult a person as she is, don’t say I said it). I am delighted to offer you a position in my newly founded and booming business: SMOKE-OUT SIGNALS, a place for addicts who want to quit.” She told me that if I happened to be a smoker that she’d take two weeks to straighten me out before I began working. She says that there are many nice folks in the town of Fulton, and she plans to introduce me to as many as she can. She says there are also numerous nuts to avoid, one of whom has just registered to come into Smoke-Out Signals. Quee calls her the Spandex Poet, says she is a birdlike, shriveled-up, whorish bimbo who specializes in haiku and penis imagery. Quee says that the two of us will have one hell of a wonderful time typing up notes on our clients and writing up the diagnostic papers.


  The interstate is now flat as a board, and I’m within only a few miles of my destination. My mother grew up in this town, just two streets from where Quee lives. Whenever she talks about those growing-up years, she gets this far-off dreamy look like they might have been the best years she’s ever known, but still, in spite of Quee’s long-distance begging and my own questioning, she’d never ever move back. She would say something like: “Life goes on” or “On with the show!” Not long after I was born, Mom moved to New York thinking she had a chance of breaking into show business. We lived there just long enough for people in her hometown to refer to her as “the one who now lives in New York City,” like that might make her suddenly sophisticatedforget that she was waitressing and we were living in Queens in an old building that overlooked that huge cemetery where you’d need a map and compass and three days of food and water to find your loved one. I was seven when she met my stepfather, who was in New York on business, and all it took was a marriage proposal and she kissed all that talk of Broadway and the northeastern experience good-bye, and there we were in Virginia in a two-story colonial house, with my mother sipping bourbon and churning out needlepoint pillows faster than most people can cough and spit. My mother’s desires to make me into a child star disappeared as soon as she saw our new veranda and reappeared in dreams of debutante parties and what she called “little girl schools” where I might wear a little uniform and knee socks, ride a horse side-saddle, and meet somebody who would become a famous academic type. So? Consider it damn done.


  Anyway, I’m signing off for right now. As I say, if you are listening to my secret tapes, then chances are I’m dead. I hope that it’s something like the year 2050 instead of this year. I hope that I fell in love with a wonderful person and that I had a couple of perfect kids, a lucrative career, vegetable garden, rose arbor, good clothes, and leather accessories. I hope that people remember me fondly as a woman who had much insight into the lost and crazed who attached themselves to her. I hope people forget that I was stripping my clothes off in a public theater about the same time that poor Pee Wee Herman was doing things in another theater. Whoops! I shouldn’t have reminded you about Pee Wee, in hopes that people will have forgotten all about his little episode and that his program will be back on the air. I think of myself as the Pee Wee Defense Commission. I hope that out there in the world somewhere I will have people who feel that way about me.


  I will delete what I just said come to think of it. What I just now did reminds me of a card I once saw on an airplane when I was seated in that emergency exit seat. The card said: “If you cannot perform in the event of an emergency or you cannot read this card, please alert your attendant.” Duh. Anyway, I hope that I’m remembered in a wonderful way. I hope that my funeral will be a happy, happy time. I would like to be cremated and thrown from the Empire State Building with a little bit left over for my remaining loved ones to put in little velvet bags and preserve like secret talismans. I want to be hurled to the wind on a bright clear sunny day. I want low humidity, so that my pieces will not stick like so much cheap cinder to the soot that already fills the city air. I want my pieces to blow. I would like for folks to tell stories and eat ice-cream sundaes. My funeral songs of choice are “Be Young, Be Foolish, Be Happy” by the Tams and “Already Gone” by the Eagles.


  Speaking of which, my tapes are going to be labeled like they contain music. Quee has already told me that she doesn’t care what I do in my garage apartment and she doesn’t care who I entertain. She doesn’t care what my sexual preference might be (hetero), and she doesn’t care if I have fifty pets (fur allergy). She doesn’t care what I eat, and she doesn’t care what I wear (I had told her that I’m a vegetarian and prefer all-cotton anything to a blend). She doesn’t care how I wear my hair (frizzy by nature, long by choice, auburn by henna), and she doesn’t care what kind of music I play EXCEPT, and she repeated EXCEPT, none of that crooning that people thought was something when she was younger. She said she hated Bing Crosby and she hated Frank Sinatra and most of all she hates Perry Como. That’s why this tape will read “Perry Como’s Christmas.” You have found this tape because my will instructed you to do so. If it turns out that I have died young, then I hope that the sky will darken and the rain will fall. I hope that people will stop what they are doing and feel my loss like a big empty hole, just for a second even, before they turn back to their televisions and telephones and video display terminals, because the truth is that if that has happened, then it is a damn shame. It is a big damn loss. It brings tears to my eyes just to think it.


  


  SMOKE-OUT SIGNALS

  Put your butt out and bring your butt in

  Today’s the dayyou’re guaranteed to win!


  Quee has run her ad in the local paper for two weeks now and she already has folks booked on a waiting list. The word is spreading around Fulton and in neighboring towns. “If smoking is an addiction like they say,” she said on a local radio show, “then a smoker deserves to be treated like an addict. A smoker ought to be able to go somewhere like the Betty Ford Clinic and get loved and pampered right out of the addiction.”


  “And just how do you do this?” the interviewer asked. He was a round, red-faced fella, originally from Raleigh, who smoked like a locomotive. “I mean, I’m an addict. What can you do for me?”


  That was the beginning. Quee promised to take him and reshape him. She promised him good food and long hot baths, foot rubs and back massages, scented oils and fine wine, endless videos on her brand-new wide-screen TV. He would have his own room for two weeks; he would have her undivided attention.


  “My wife might not like it,” he said and laughed a laugh that turned into a dry hack, a choking cough, a need to rush over to the watercooler while Quee completed her wonderful free advertising.


  “What? Your wife wouldn’t like for you to stop choking and spitting all over creation? Your wife wouldn’t like for you to have white teeth as opposed to brown?” Quee leaned in close to the mike and cooed to her waiting public. “You will have round-the-clock therapy, be it physical massage or talk therapy. Put your butt out and bring your butt in, honey. I can cure you.”


  NOW THE GUINEA pig DJ is in his last phase of the smoke-out. He’s as lazy as a coonhoundoiled and loosened, with pores that are clean and clear. Quee has knocked herself out on him because this success could cinch the business. The final phase of his treatment will include a little talk therapy from Denny, who ought to be arriving any second now, if she didn’t have to pull off the interstate to remove her clothing. The child temporarily lost her mindtotally, it sounds likebut at least she did have the good sense to get herself out of a bad situation.


  Now Quee is seated on the big velvet ottoman with her client’s plump foot in her lap. She has greased the foot with bag balm, and now she’s massaging while he listens to his substitute newsperson on the radio. His arches melt under the firm pressure of her thumbs. “I may never go back to work,” he tells her, his eyes closed, terry cloth robe (furnished by Smoke-Out Signals) pulled loosely around his body. “Marry me, Quee.”


  “Honey, you’re not old enough for me,” she says. “I like my men old enough to have gone around the block a couple of hundred times.” She watches him jerk and then relax when she twists his ankle around with a loud pop. “I’ve buried so many men that they call me the Hospice Lover in these parts. Besides, you’re married.”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  “Besides we got to get you back on the radio and get this guy that murders the Queen’s English back selling ads where he ought to be.”


  “He’s running overtime, too.” He shifts, giving Quee a glimpse up his hairy thigh. No thrill there. Lord, Lord, you can’t always be loving a man for his looks and parts. You gotta love the whole man, gotta find the heart and the soul. She preaches this very lecture all the time to her assistant, Alicia, who should already be here by now, steaming towels and getting ready for the future arrival of the Spandex Poet and several others chomping at the bit to get in. Quee’s house is a ranch-style that has been added on to twice and will continue to be added on to if business is good. Her dream is to have a big extension out into the backyard, kind of like those barracks on Gomer Pyle, USMC, which was a show she hated but watched faithfully way back because Lonnie thought it was hilarious. Lonnie used to always tell Quee that she resembled Lou Ann Poovey, Gomer’s girl, which of course was nowhere near true but was a sweet thought to be sure.


  Alicia has kept a low profile with the radio man here, because her husband is also a DJ. Her husband, Jones Jameson, is known around the county as the local Howard Stern. He says horrible things on the radio, sex things, racist things. But he’s real handsome, and comes from money (at least what might be considered money in this neck of the woods), so people try very hard to overlook him. Alicia is his complete opposite and certainly deserves better.


  “The Big Man Jones isn’t here yet,” the substitute DJ is saying. “So we’re going to go ahead and have the Swap Shop show. If you’ve got something you’re itching to sell, something you mighta never woulda bought no way, then give us a call . . .”


  “Turn it off, turn it off.” Quee’s client opens his eyes for the first time in an hour. “That idiot’s going to cause me to have to smoke again.”


  “There, there, sweetie,” Quee presses into his arch, rubs up and down with her knuckles until he relaxes again. She kneads his squatty calves. When he’s almost asleep, she leads him back to his little room, which is kept dark and cool, turns on the ocean wave tape and the lava lamp and leaves him to the first of his several naps of the day. Sleep is very important to the person kicking a habit. Forget that he’s now as fat as a little toad. The only mirror in this end of the house is a skinny mirror that she borrowed on time from a department store over in Clemmonsville; of course she had to go out with the manager a couple of times to get it, but that’s what sacrifice is all about. She doesn’t dare let the fat little DJ anywhere near his clothes, yet. She keeps him in her loose terry cloth robes that she bought in bulk from one of the local textile mills; she has now ironed SOS onto all the pockets. Fat. That will be her next project; move over, Duke University, with your old rice diet, here comes Quee Purdy, healer of man, fully licensed driver on the byways of life who knows a little medicine, psychiatry, chiropractic whatever, and therapeutic massage. If Elvis were alive he’d book himself at Quee’s house.


  “You are truly a genius, my love,” Lonnie, her one and only legal husband, used to say. He said this on many occasions, but especially after she created Ceramic Meats. These are hand-painted, perfectly cast replicas of main dishes: turkeys, hams, and Quee’s favorite, the crown pork roast. They are for the vegetarians of the world or those who just hate having all that leftover mess of critter parts to deal with. This centerpiece has tiny holes throughout so that you can light a candle (made to smell like the fat of whatever animal has been duplicated), and there in the center of your table you get the steamed-up smell of the meat you are not about to thank anybody for or eat. Genius is not even the word. “Who are you, really?” an old lover of hers once asked. They were still in the bed, the sheets damp and sandy. “Who do you want me to be?” she asked.


  Now some jerk from a big department store has stolen her ceramic meat idea and made a killing in the Northeast. So be it. If one idea was all she had, she wouldn’t be much now, would she? She is sprucing up the pink room for the Spandex Poet, also known as Ruthie Crow, who will arrive later today, when she hears a car door in the drive. She lifts up the mattress and places a golfball under it (Ruthie Crow is NO princess for sure) and then she goes and opens the door. It’s Alicia, poor thing, she is a mess. Her hair hasn’t been washed, and her eyes are all puffy. She is way too thin; the little two-year-old, Taylor, perched on her hip looks enormous in comparison. He has his daddy’s handsome full face and big brown eyes.


  “Jones never came home,” Alicia says. “All night long I kept getting these calls, silence and breathing.” She puts Taylor on the floor and eases down on the bench of Quee’s prize oak hall tree that supposedly was once owned by the royal family, or so the man who runs and operates Fulton Antiques and Oddities said. Of course the old fool was lying, but who cares. She likes the furniture purely because it was a big solid hunk of oak, wood cut from a tree that must have been standing in the seventeen hundreds, if indeed it was as old as the man had said. Tommy Lowe refinished it for her and found a penny dated 1905 in one of the drawers.


  “Was it that girlfriend?”


  “I suppose so.” Alicia bends forward and sobs, the heels of her little granny boots scratching up against the front of the hall tree. Taylor stands over by Quee’s big fat cat, Pussy Galore, and strokes her fur while watching his mother. Lonnie named her. He loved those James Bond movies. They’d go to bed, and he’d say with an awfully bad accent, “The name is Purdy, Lonnie Purdy,” and she would laugh and immediately pull down his baggy old pajama pants.


  “So he’s not with her.”


  “I don’t know, Quee.” Alicia looks up, the skin beneath her pale blue eyes so fragile-looking, tiny lines and capillaries like an insect’s wing. “I mean could something have really happened? He usually at least calls.” Taylor stares at her, scared like a little animal. “God,” she whispers, her hand waving out to Taylor as a distraction of his attention. “I catch myself hoping . . .”


  “I know baby, you’ve said that before.” Quee goes and gets a little chewy treat for Taylor to give to Miss Pussy Galore. She tells him to see if he can get the kitty to do her trick of jumping on top of the wide-screen TV in the other room; that Sesame Street or some such must be on about now. When Taylor has disappeared around the corner, Quee turns back to Alicia. “Don’t feel guilty for thinking it, either.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes.” Quee takes Alicia by the shoulders, and she feels as limp as a rag doll. Quee would like to shake the shit out of her, she’d like to say, WAKE UP! but she just waits for Alicia to stand a little taller and look her in the eyes. “I told you how he came around here one night last year, asking about you like you might have been his pet dog.”


  “You never told me exactly what happened.”


  “No, and I don’t need to. He’s trash.”


  “Why did I ever marry him?” Alicia shakes her head back and forth, limp blond hair falling forward. She needs to wipe her nose but sits there helpless and lost-looking.


  “You were young,” Quee says, ignoring the tinkling of the DJ’s bell, which probably means he wants his goddamn back rubbed again. Yes, yes, it’s what she has promised to the people who check in, but shit, has he no shame? “And Jones Jameson is a looker, no doubt about it.”


  “Who cares?”


  “You did.” Quee goes down the hall and in her sweet as a sugar plum tart voice says at the DJ’s door that she is heating up the oil for his little rub right this sec. Turning back to Alicia, she says, “You cared. You probably couldn’t believe that he was even interested in you.” Quee waits for Alicia to look up, waits to catch the truth in those pale eyes before she goes to heat up the special massage oil (lard with sprinkles of Tabucheap as all get out), which she bottles in a fine china carafe that was owned by Napoleon’s cousin-in-law or so the junque (he insists that if you ever have desire to use such a word that you spell it with a “q”) man said.


  “You grew up out there in the county where a double-wide trailer is considered high class, and here was this young, well-to-do, college-educated playboy who had screwed every little debutante and sorority girl in the state, and he was interested in you.”


  “My parents had a house. A nice clean house with a yard.”


  “Alicia, honey, a point. I was making a point. I’m saying that it’s not unusual for people to fall in love with what they think others are falling in love with.” Quee stirs the oil and glances down the other hall that leads to her private part of the house. It is a sanctuary, that part of the house. It is where she goes to fill herself up with the goodness that gets siphoned out of her over the course of a day. “I’m sure you were flattered when he asked you out. You were probably flattered when he wanted to sleep with you. You probably thought he was doing you some big favor.”


  “I don’t know.” She shakes her head, shrugs. Quee knows. She knows that’s what happened. She saw that son of a bitch sowing his oats all through his high school years. Nice girls went out with him just because his daddy owned an oil company. She had dealt with many of the young women who had the pleasure of him pumping and slobbering on top of them.


  Quee was at their wedding, and Alicia never even made the connection until Quee told her. At the time, Quee had quite a lucrative cake-designing business, and there she was setting up all the layers into what came to resemble a beautiful white swan, the little stand-up bride and groom riding on its back like when Thumbelina and the prince sail away into a happy life. She had come up with the idea herself, relying on a memory of the swan boats in Boston, a memory of breakfast at the Ritz, following a night of love-making in a Holiday Inn out on the turnpike. Lonnie had no idea why she was so interested in swans, and he kept asking why a swan instead of a dove. A dove, after all, was white and was a universal symbol of love, not to mention the role the cute little cooer played in Noah and the Ark: life, prosperity. Lonnie was quite the eclectic reader, and she adored him for it. She finally said she chose the swan because she had always felt like an ugly duckling herself and loved when it turned into a beautiful swan. She told Lonnie that if swans talked English, then that one had said, So fuck all you ducks who think you’re something special.


  “But you were never a duckling,” he said. “Not that I ever saw at least.”


  “I was, honey. Once upon a time I sure was.”


  “You are the loveliest bird of all,” he said at the reception, while she watched over her cake, making sure that no one tried to cut that perfectly curved, creamy white neck. She watched Jones Jameson with disgust as he leapt onto stage with the band he had brought in from Raleigh, a beer can in his hand, and began singing into the mike. He had already been hired over at WQTB and had told enough jokes to set the town on fire; he talked about somebody at the station who niggerlipped his smokes, and he said he knew this lucky old guy whose woman could suck a golfball through a garden hose. He asked the band to play that song “If You Want to Be Happy for the Rest of Your Life.” “Never make a pretty woman your wife,” he sang while Alicia was in the bathroom changing into her little linen going-away suit that had probably set her back a couple of weeks’ pay at the courthouse where she worked as a social worker. Quee hated him. As far as she was concerned, he was the type who gets entirely too far in this world. Alicia’s poor old daddy spent the whole reception leaned against the wall with his hand in a loose fist. He looked like an old farmer come to town.


  “Me poopooed,” Taylor says now and runs into the room, reaches his arms out to his skeletal mother who shakes her head and sighs, as if she has no idea what to do next.


  “I know,” Quee says and takes Taylor by the hand. “Go tell Mr. Radio that I’m on my way. Ask him if he knows where your husband might have been all night. I’ll change this diaper. I’ll change this little stinky critter boy, oh yes I will, you know I will.” She lifts Taylor, holding her breath as she hugs him close. “Let’s go in the bathroom, lovey dovey, little ripe one, little love.” She puts him down on her pink satin chaise over by the window. This is the business bathroom, designed for relaxation and the feel of somebody’s living room rather than a john where somebody might feel inclined to have a quick smoke and flush. Tommy Lowe had planned the expansion himself, a lovely bay area of glass that surrounds the Jacuzzi. Tommy said he was building his dream bathroom, so she invited him to come in and use it anytime he took a notion; she said he needed to give up the cigs anyway. Now Taylor is pulling on her necklace, an amber heart that Lonnie gave her when they got married. He had just been reading all about it, about fossils preserved in amber, bones and wings and hair. He said he hoped that they were around long enough to be considered fossils. “Like what if some people thousands of years from now take a crowbar and pop off our bedroom door and find us spooned there.” He was following her through the house with this long saga of his. “Then they might take our bed with us in it and set it up in a museum and people will pass by and see us there all snuggled and think ‘That could be me.’ The sign would say: A Loving Marriage. Typical man and woman in a typical town in a typical year.”


  “Who’s precious? Who’s a precious boy?” she asks suddenly, needing to turn away from that image of Lonnie in her mind.


  “Me am,” Taylor says and slaps his plump hand up to Quee’s cheek. “Me a kitty, rrrrrr.”


  “Me a cat,” she says back in baby talk. “Me a cat with long claws and waving tail.” She leans herself away from Taylor as she pulls down his tiny little jeans and reaches for the baby wipes that Alicia keeps beneath the sink. “Me love you little kitty,” she purrs to him. She is feeling relief for this child, relief that maybe this time Alicia will get a clean start, that he has a chance of a decent happy life without the influence of somebody so full of hatred. She pulls up his pants and leads him back to the TV while she goes and tends to the diaper, carries it out back to where she has four cans lined up on a concrete block. All four cans are full, as they always are on Thursdays when the men come to haul it all off. Lonnie once told Quee that she heard the trash truck before the neighborhood dogs did.


  “I’ve got a nose for trash all right,” she had told him. She has said the same thing in so many words to Alicia about her husband. Quee stands out in the side yard and listens. Sure enough, she can hear the truck coming. It’s probably a block away. She breathes in deeply, good clean autumn air, crisp blue sky. For some reason, it makes her think again of Lonnie and the early years with him. She thinks of the chicken pot pies they ate every day when he came in from the bank for lunch. She can almost smell those pot pies, the oilcloth on the kitchen table. Whatever happened to those dishes they had then? Awful chipped-up dishes with roosters, matching salt and pepper shakers, the salt one partly filled with rice to absorb the moisture. All those years she craved wildness, so who would’ve thought she’d be thinking of such things right now.


  “Where are you, Lonnie?” she whispers in her head. “If you are looking at me you must be thinking, Quee, you’ve flipped. You’ve lost your lovely mind, my pet. Or did you always think that, Lonnie? Sometimes I can’t help but think you knew everything, even while you were right here on earth.”


  A big gust of wind shakes the pecan tree, and there’s the thud of a nut on the garage roof. She can see Tommy Lowe’s shadow there in the window where he’s working on the closet. He just comes and goes on his own without ever disturbing her, that big old collie of his seated politely on the front seat of his truck, a pack of cigarettes on the dash. She’ll get HIM in the clinic before it’s all over; she’d love nothing better than to work her hands over those lean limbs, the tight ropey muscles of his smooth brown back. She once hinted to Alicia that Tommy Lowe was the kind of man she ought to findhandsome and good-hearted, forget that he lives like he’s in a national park. As if he has heard her thoughts, he pulls back the curtains and waves to her. She blows him a kiss and begins hauling her trash cans down to the curb. There was a time when the garbage men would come up into your yard and empty the cans there, but now folks are required to take the trash to them out on the street. No skin off of her nose. She’d just as soon they not be snooping around her side yard, stepping on her shrubs and seeing whatever lingerie she might have on her clothesline, anyway.


  “You better hold your breath on this one,” she says and laughs. “Take it and then drive as fast as you can.”


  “You bet,” the old trash collector says, a wad of tobacco in his jaw, and heaves her cans up and into the back of that stinking truck. He reminds her of somebody, and she’s not sure if it’s of a real person or of somebody off of her special wall, a wall filled with faces of strangers, old family photos that she has purchased from the junque man, who tries to pass them off as royalty, or at least of big money from Raleigh or murderers who disappeared to Texas. Just last week Alicia confessed that the photographs gave her the creeps, that she feared their karma could leak right out and into the house. Quee, who had once dabbled in real estate, told her that she had a good sense of bad karma and had never felt a thing but benevolence from her acquired orphans.


  “Even him?” Alicia asked and pointed to one of three portraits of the same gruff-looking man. Quee had said herself that he must’ve been some kind of son of a bitch for his family to sell off three of his portraits. She named him Oscar after the Grouch on Sesame Street; Taylor loved the Grouch, and Quee loves the idea of somebody making his home in a trash can. It has the same romantic appeal for her that little greasy-looking windows over gas stations always have, the notion that you could go in and have yourself a nice little apartment there, something that no one would ever suspect. You could have this beautiful life housed behind something grimy and cheap.


  “He sure doesn’t look so benevolent to me.” Alicia kept glancing back at Oscar like she expected him to jump out and yell “Boo!” at any minute. Alicia has a pretty smile when it surfaces, timid and sweet, and Quee can only imagine that a man as awful as Jones Jameson must get some sexual kick from such a look. A sweet, smart woman reduced to ninety pounds of frayed nerve, a woman so jumpy that she won’t even make eye contact with photographs if she can help it.


  “Oh, honey, Oscar isn’t bad at all.” Quee started to say that compared to what’s leaking into Alicia’s own house from her own oozing husband, Oscar could be put up for sainthood. She started to say that Alicia should watch that movie where Farrah Fawcett burns up her husband’s bed with him in it, but instead she told the story of Oscar as it had come to her, how Oscar was an immigrant, more or less, seeing as how he had no family in the area. Oscar loved the warm Southern weather, and he liked to stretch out like a cat in the sun and feel the heat on his face; he liked the squiggly red pictures that the bright sun etched into his closed eyelids. But most of all, Oscar loved a woman by the name of Emma, who had taken a neighborly interest in his welfare. He sensed a sadness in her, a loss they both knew. He loved the way she smelled like the pear preserves she was famous for making. He loved the way her hands moved gracefully over the banister of his porchrail. He loved her dark, thick hair that hung down her back like a young girl, even though she was a grown-up woman with a husband.


  “Yes, poor, poor Oscar,” Quee had said, surprised to see the solemn, totally believing look on Alicia’s face. “He lived for the love he could never have, sustained on the crumbs she tossed his way, a loaf of bread, pear preserves, a muffler knitted at Christmas, the time they . . . Oh never mind,” she said. “You don’t care about Oscar.”


  “But I do,” Alicia said. “I was wrong.” And then she realized the absurdity of her affirmation, this faith and acceptance, sympathy and hope, for something created out of thin air.


  “It’s very easy to be wrong about a person’s life,” Quee whispered, wishing she could shake some sense into the girl so that she’d take her baby and get the hell out of her marriage. That seems like ages ago even though it was just last week.


  NOW QUEE STANDS in the doorway and watches Alicia pacing and twisting the phone cord. “He said he was going to Raleigh,” she says, and then is quiet, shakes her head as if the person on the other end can see her responding. “I have no idea, Officer. He said it was a radio reunion or something, that’s all.” She leans forward and picks up one of Taylor’s little cars, runs it along the edge of the sink. “A gold Audi 5000. Yes.” She pauses and her face turns red. “His vanity plate says IM2SEXY. Yes, yes.” She hangs up the phone and feels her way into one of the kitchen chairs.


  “They might think that means he’s one of those bisexuals,” Quee whispers and pats her on the shoulder. “Or they just think he’s a jerk.”


  “Yeah.”


  “But that doesn’t make you a jerk,” Quee says. “There is no such thing as a jerk by marriage. You are not going to wake up one day and be like him. There is nothing in this world to stop you from walking out and starting over.”


  “It’s that easy?”


  “That easy.” The bell rings down the hall, and Quee simply closes the kitchen door. “That’s what Denny did. She’ll be here any minute now.”


  “I thought you said Denny had a breakdown.”


  “I did, but it was just a little one.” Quee takes Alicia’s hands into her own and slaps them, massages, as if she’s reviving some small animal. “I mean don’t we all have little breakdowns all the time? It’s just some people’s are more noticeable than others.”


  “You think?”


  “Damn right. Don’t ever let anybody take away your right to have a little breakdown. Hell, foam at the mouth, check in somewhere. You have as much right as anybody to be left alone. And folks’ll definitely leave you alone if they think there’s been a little breakdown. My, yes.”


  “What about Taylor?”


  “Oh, yeah.” Quee runs out of steam with her lecture. Children change the whole operation regardless of what that operation might be.


  “If not for Taylor, I’d have done all sorts of things, Quee.” It is only now with the mention of her son that there is some life in that washed-out body. “He is all that I have, and I want him to have a good life.”


  “Yes, you’re right.”


  Alicia leans forward and puts her face down against the table. She looks like there are no tears left in her, and it is one of those odd times when Quee has absolutely no idea what to say. She feels herself looming large and lifeless, clumsy and inadequate. It’s not a feeling that comes to her often.


  “You know I’ll keep Taylor for you anytime,” she says now. “I love that little booger, you know it.”


  “Yes.”


  “You can move in if you like, anything, you name it.”


  “I’ve got a lot to take care of,” Alicia says, voice slow and eyes closed. Upstairs, Tommy’s hammering is rhythmic and comforting, interrupted off and on by the thud and roll of a pecan on the metal awning over her kitchen window. Quee waits there until Alicia’s breathing is regular with the exhaustion that has finally taken over. She can see into the next room where Taylor is all set up in front of the television set, that big yellow bird marching around. It’s times like this she starts to hope there is no heaven and no afterlife. She hopes Lonnie is not looking down on her world right now.


  


  Mack McCallister’s neighbors include a single mother of ethnic origin, who is into yard ornaments that reflect her Catholicism, and a bunch of twenty-year-olds who attend a small college in the next town and who, it seems, are majoring in beer drinking and peeing in the yard. The college kids are split up in two sides of a dilapidated duplex with peeling paint; they used to like to torture each other by blasting undesirable music back and forth. One night in the spring it was a war between Alan Sherman and Ray Stevens. When Mack heard “Hello, Muddah” for the third time and then “Guitarzan” for the eleventh, he went out on the lovely, lattice-trimmed porch of his perfectly renovated Queen Anne cottage and began shouting. “This isn’t the goddamned trailer park!” he said. He was barefooted and in his pajama pants. The music stopped, but there was a price to pay. There were seven scrawny-looking guys peeping at him from their windows, seven guys who were seeing him as the authority, the other side, the what’s up your butt breed. “Loosen up, dude,” one guy had shouted before being shushed by his friends.


  “Yeah, right, like you never acted that way.” Sarah had been there, moving and talking; she stood in her thin cotton nightgown, half-hidden by the screen door. “I think the first time I ever met you, you were wearing a toga and singing ‘Brick House’ into a long-neck Budweiser.” She slipped over and sat in the swing, her legs pulled up under her gown. They had only been in the house a month, the U-Haul boxes with his books still lining the wall. After ten years of criminal law in Raleigh, he had finally broken down and accepted her dad’s offer to join his firm. “You’re the son I never had,” her father kept saying, but what he really meant was that he had one child; he had Sarah, and he wanted her back in his and Sarah’s mother’s lives full-time.


  She said it was her dream. She never wanted anything else but to be with all of the people she loves, and this house! She wanted this pale purple house her whole life. “It wasn’t always this color,” she had said when the Realtor brought them to see it. “It was white for many years, but now”she ran her fingers along the porch rail“the trim shows up beautifully. It would look good yellow or gray for that matter, if you don’t like it this color.”


  “What?” he asked, far more concerned with the asking price and the foundation than the cosmetics. “Don’t like purple?”


  “Mauve,” she said, “it’s mauve.” Her period was ten days late that time, and she was absolutely sure that she was pregnant. They had been trying for the past four years. “Say mauve,” she pinched his cheeks and kissed him, then fairly floated through the house. “Oh, it’s just as I imagined,” she said. “I always came here to trick-or-treat hoping that I’d get asked in, but a really old woman lived here and she rarely even came to the door.”


  “I thought a banker lived here. The banker whose wife is a potter,” the Realtor said, seemingly upset that she didn’t know the whole history of this house. Sarah waved her hand. “There was even another family before them; they are the ones who painted it mauve. The wife was from San Francisco and knew about these things, and then the husband got transferred back to Charlotte.” Sarah knew far more about the town’s real estate than their broker, who was not having to even try to sell the house. Clearly, as far as Sarah was concerned, it was sold.


  “But think, now,” Mack said. “Everybody always says location, location, location.” He tilted his head in the direction of the duplex and then to the other little white house where the Virgin Mary stood smack between two mangy boxwoods.


  “Well, but it’s not like I don’t know this town. I know this town!”


  “But what about the neighborhood? What about the house in the new area?” He had liked the new houses they saw, the cathedral ceilings and Palladian windows, the big master baths with shower stalls and Jacuzzis.


  “Up and coming,” the Realtor said. “That neighborhood is more or less the threshold into the other neighborhood that abuts it.” Sarah liked to imitate the Realtor, and whenever they were riding through town would refer to the other neighborhood. “In other words, the neighborhood.”


  But there was no changing her mind. That was months ago, and now here he is with the college boys on one side and the illuminated Holy Mother on the other. He keeps hoping that he’ll turn and see Sarah there in the doorway, that there will be some act of grace, some voice saying that a mistake was made, rewind, start over. Somebody fucked up the instructions. The pretty little thirty-eight-year-old in Fulton, North Carolina, was not supposed to have an aneurism, but amnio, amniocentesisshe’s supposed to be pregnant, you idiot, not in a coma.


  Next door, the guys are playing their music at a reasonable level. They are coming and going with their dates. They wave or nod politely to him; they saw the ambulance that night, heard all of the commotion, saw him squat down and put his face against the stone steps and sob. They rarely have disco or Ray Stevens wars anymore. For all of their youth and wildness, they respect his sorrow. Mack watches them and feels like he’s from another time altogether. If not for the occasional sound of Eric Clapton or Mick Jagger, he would be. If not for the calls and regular visits from June, Sarah’s oldest friend, he might lose touch altogether.


  They said it was something she had lived with since birth. Perhaps it was there in utero, waiting, ticking, feeding itself on her life. Maybe she had a sensation, a premonition, the kind that wakes you in the middle of the night, the kind you never breathe aloud. Every birthday balloon that popped, every firecracker on the Fourth of July, a foreshadowing of what she would one day suddenly feel there behind those pale blue eyes, a pressure that made her turn from the kitchen sink, her hands in yellow rubber gloves as she squeezed Spic & Span from a sponge. She was tackling the film of grease on the kitchen cabinets. She had the windows open and the lace curtain was moving back and forth, casting a filagreed shadow at her feet. “Mack,” she called, barely audible, and he got there just in time to see her reaching, dripping gloves, wide eyes. He got to her just in time to keep her head from hitting the floor, and he sat there for several minutes just stroking her hair, wetting a cool cloth for her head. She had fainted before. He was actually sitting there feeling happy, thinking that maybe this time she really was pregnant. Later he had cursed those old movies that have it happen that way. The woman gets light-headed and faints when with child. But not the healthy woman. That woman scrubs her kitchen and eats an enormous lunch and at night straddles her husband’s hips and laughs at the bulge of her body. The woman gets light-headed and faints when there’s a bomb in her brain, when a vessel bursts open and fills her head with blood. He thinks of her there in the kitchen, and the sound that fills his mind is loud and rushing like the sound of a train, the sound of the surf, rushing, pounding. And yet it seems that it all happened without any sound at all.


  DURING COLLEGE, MACK had once seen two men in a bus station. It was hard to tell what their relationship might be. They could have been brothers or lovers, even father and son. Their gestures were wild, furious. One, or maybe both, deaf, so that their anger came out of their fingertips, harsh angry signs in absolute silence. It happened long before he met Sarah, long before he glimpsed any sense of his future, and yet now, for some reason, it’s a memory that haunts him. He thought of it a lot in the six weeks she was in the hospital, and now he thinks of it when he lies in his bed at night without her there beside him. The doctors insisted that a hospital bed be brought in; it would make the nurse’s job possiblethe turning and the tubes, the bathingbut he is still resentful.


  Sometimes he can’t help but wonder where his life would have gone if he had chosen another route, if he hadn’t asked her to marry him. He would be in a house somewhere, wife, a couple of kids, and the news would eventually reach him through an old fraternity buddy or somebody who had been in one of his classes and seen him with her all the time. He and his wife would have been at a cocktail party or have driven up to the football game and there, while eating and drinking out of the trunk of somebody’s Saab, somebody would have said, “Hey, Mack, remember that girl you dated for a while? That blond girl from the Kappa house?” And he would have put down his food and drink and sat there, stunned that something so horrible could happen to someone so young. Life would have continued in spite of the moment, his own life bright and lively, moving around and behind him. He would have sent a card or some flowers like that old boyfriend of hers, TomCat, she had called him, who appeared at the door late one afternoon a couple of weeks ago.


  Mack feels guilty when he thinks that way. He smoothes his hands over his forehead. She is there beside him, breathing in silence. Maybe if he hadn’t married her, if he hadn’t been the one in her life, it wouldn’t have happened. Maybe it was somehow related to their not being able to have a baby. Maybe she felt pressure from him, from her family, her mother who forever made reference to her grandchildrenfuture heirs of this small-town kingdom.


  “That’s absolutely insane,” June said earlier today. She had come over with bags from Wendy’s and they sat out on the porch to eat. She was wearing cutoffs and a big paint-splotched T-shirt, her dark hair yanked up on top of her head. She had spent the day painting her living room red to celebrate having discovered that the man she had been dating long-distance (she had been referring to “Ted” now for over a year) was not worthy of her time and had asked Mack if he felt like hearing the sordid details. The rest of her message was unspoken but loud and clear. She needed to talk to Sarah; she needed to tell Sarah all of these things, and he was the closest thing she could find.


  “Mack,” she said his name sternly. “They said it was inevitable. Think about it.” She pushed her fries aside. “It could have happened when we were in high school. We could have been cheerleading in our little black and yellow skirts, yelling things like ‘Sock it to ’em, Wildcats.’” She waited for him to smile. “Oh, Sarah was the only person who looked good in that horrible suit with those skinny little legs of hers!” She pushed off the floor of the porch, the swing rocking as she looked out into the yard. “I could have been the one who was there with her, Mack,” she whispered. “It could have just as easily happened at a touchdown or when we were eleven and got up at six to watch Dracula on Sunrise Theatre. It could have happened on the Girl Scout campout or in the junior high cafeteria, or when we lay across her bed eating M&Ms and potato chips, with her hair turned over those huge pink rollers when she was getting ready for the prom!” She stopped and took in a deep breath. “We’re lucky we had her, you know?” There was finality in her voice before she went back and corrected herself. “Lucky we have her. It could have happened the day she was born.”


  “That would have been a loss.” He leaned forward and put his head on his knees. By now June was used to seeing this. He could be himself with her. They took turns telling their stories about Sarah, when they met her, things she had said and done. June’s stories of whispered secrets and knowing looks were just as romantic and intimate as his. They took turns talking; they took turns crying, the other standing guard, and ready in case Sarah should suddenly call out.


  Mack watched the woman next door herding her children from the beat-up old Dodge into the house. Each one carried a big plastic bag from Wal-Mart. For the first time he noticed the swell of the woman’s abdomen under her loose shirt. He had never seen a man, any man, anywhere near the house. If Sarah were observing it, she would suggest that it’s the second coming, that they could rent out rooms to the wise men and shepherd, park the camels in the backyard. June would probably be amused in the same way, but instead he kept the conversation where it was; he wanted to stay way back there with the Sarah he never knew, the Sarah who had a future with him, an unknown guy growing up two hundred miles away; the Sarah who had a future. “I never saw Sarah in hair rollers!”


  “Oh, God.” June waved her hand, her nubby nails torn and bitten raw. “She was the roller queen! It was like the height of what to do. I haven’t even seen these rollers in years, big hard pink plastic and you had to use mega bobby pins to hold them in. What you did was this.” She loosened her hair and then stood and bent over so that her long dark hair hung over her head and brushed the rough boards of the porch. She gathered her hair in one hand and then stood back up, a high ponytail like Pebbles Flintstone or somebody might wear up on top of her head. “Then you take this ponytail and split it into four equal parts and roll each part onto a great big pink roller.”


  “A reason?”


  “It was easy to sleep in and it gave long, parted-down-the-middle hair that kind of poofy That Girl look.” She let go of her hair, and it fell around her shoulders. “For girls with frizzy hair it straightened; for girls with thin hair, it gave body.” She came and sat beside him on the steps. “Come to think of it, it was a perfect solution for all people! Why did we ever stop doing it?”


  “Why did you?”


  “The shag.”


  “The dance?”


  “No, the Do, it was the style! The shag did it, and then of course there was that awful wedge, you know like Dorothy Hamill. The wedge was hell to grow out. You probably met Sarah when she had a wedge.”


  “Wedge or wedgie?”


  “God, you’re as bad as Sarah says!”


  “Sarah says I’m bad?” he asked. It had been a long time since he had talked about her in the present tense and it felt wonderful. “What else has she said about me?”


  “First of all, the way she says ‘bad’ really means good, you know that. And, everything else she ever said was really, really good.” She paused. “She said you were perfect.”


  “Did she have any doubts about marrying me?”


  “No.”


  “None?”


  “No fair!” June forced a laugh. “You’re trying to get top-secret information. Sarah would kill me!”


  “So she did?”


  “Did you?” June asked, and he shook his head. “Sarah married you because Sarah wanted to marry you. Sarah loved you.” Again the past tense stopped them cold but they didn’t go through the motions of changing it.


  “So who did she go to the prom with?” he asked. “That TomCat guy?”


  “Yeah, Tommy Lowe. Nice guy. He’s still around here.”


  “Yeah, he brought some flowers one day. Stayed maybe three minutes.” He watched the woman next door come out and clip the weeds around the Madonna. “He never really looked me in the eye, never sat down; he went and stood beside Sarah, tapped her on the shoulder and then left. It was like he had decided not to really look at her or something. He tiptoed like she was just asleep.” He started to tell how the presence of the guy had made Mack feel like he didn’t belong in his own house. How he had felt this history settle onto his chest like a rock. Now that she had lost so much weight and was so plain and washed out, she was probably much closer to being the girl that Tom Lowe had loved. And Mack was struck immediately by his own similarities to Tom Lowe. They were about the same height, of a similar build, straight dark hair and light eyes. It was the first time in his whole marriage that he had actually stopped and wondered if he was the substitute, and now there was no way to know. Unless June knew. It was not the kind of thing he could ask her. He couldn’t bring himself to talk about any of it.


  Now June was watching the woman next door. She leaned in close and began singing “Let It Be.” She nudged him with her elbow. “Mother Mary comes to me . . . ,” she was singing in his ear, her breath and laugh tickling his neck. It was exactly what Sarah would have done, and before he knew it, he had his arms wrapped around her and had pulled her close. Her hair smelled like Sarah, her clothes. If things were different, Sarah would be over in the swing singing along with her. June would talk about the old boyfriend or a recent date, and they would say things like, “Excluding present company, men are just that way. . . .”


  She hugged him back, and that’s when he realized things were different. There had been no local dates, no mention of any new prospects, like she used to run by Sarah. She had brought dinner by on several occasions. She called him at the end of the day to talk about her fifth-grade class and to ask why she hadn’t gone to law school. She was trying to fill in his empty spaces, and she was relying on him to fill in hers.


  “So, that old TomCat is good-looking, why don’t you ask him out?” Reluctantly he pulled away so that he could look at her.


  “Nah.” She sat back, her hands folded in her lap. “TomCat is an old friend, you know? It would almost be incestuous.” The woman next door had gone inside and two of the children were running around Mary. It looked like Mother Mary was their base in a game of tag. “It would be like being with you!” She nudged him again and laughed.


  “So Sarah and TomCat were that close, huh?”


  She shrugged. “They were close.”


  “Her parents didn’t like him?”


  “Oh, I’m sure they did,” she said. “I mean you’d have to like him, you know? Sweet guy with a hard life.”


  “So what happened?”


  “In his life?” she asked, and he shook his head. Sarah had told him much of that story. More than he wanted, really. Who wants to feel waves of pity for the competition?


  “They just grew apart.” She looked at him as if to say, You know all of this, this is old news, but she quickly changed the tone. “And then you happened, Mack McCallister. You happened.”


  NOW MACK FINDS himself thinking of June when he’s lying in bed and at odd times during the day. He sniffs his shirt for traces of her cologne. He studies the bathroom after she’s been there, a single long coarse hair occasionally in the sink over which she has stood and brushed. Now there are nights when he catches himself thinking of her eyes, her hips, thin and boyish, and he feels guilty. But it feels so good to picture her, feels so good to rewind and replay words exchanged between the two of them. He tells himself that he will just let it all go, that he’ll call Sarah’s mother and talk to her, cry to her, that he will call his own mother, and then the phone will ring and he can’t get there fast enough, or like now he will pick up and dial her number as quickly and easily as Sarah always has. When the machine answers and beeps, he catches himself sighing and then delivers in practiced monotone how he so occupied her time today that they never got around to talking about Ted, and how if she still needed a friend he was here, and he hoped that she knew that he would love to hear all about that asshole Ted.


  “Mack? Is that you?” She is all out of breath. “Hold on, I was just bringing in the groceries.” He tries to imagine June in her own world, but it’s now been over a year since he and Sarah were over there. It was a place Sarah usually went to alone. If there was a double date, they usually went out or came here to his and Sarah’s house. “Hi.”


  “Hi.”


  “What’s up? Is everything okay?”


  “Yeah, the same. I just wanted to say that I wasn’t a very good friend to you today and I’m sorry.”


  “But you were. Really.”


  Mack sits now with his hand covering Sarah’s hand. The sitter’s needlepoint is in the chair by the bed; Sarah’s parents had hired her to be there while he’s at work. They had known her for years. They wrote her check. They came and paid the sitter, just as they had done years before when Sarah was a child and they went out on Saturday nights.


  “Please let her come home with us,” Sarah’s mother kept saying, and there were times like nowJune inviting him over for dinnerthat he wishes he could.


  “Of course you can’t,” June says. “I’m so stupid.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “I’ll bring dinner there, how about that?” she asks. “It’s just pasta and some kind of sauce you know. Easy stuff and a salad.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. Absolutely.”


  “Thanks.” He hangs up the phone and comes back over to readjust the tape on the feeding tube entering her nostril, makes sure there are no kinks in the line. This is when he feels guilty. Times like this when what he really wants to do is step out into the night and into his car and go for a long drive. No planning, no scheduling. He gently rests his head on her chest and listens to the dull thud, wishing with all his might that something would happen, that someone or something would intervene.


  


  Amazing how slow a satellite post office can get, even during the vacation season. Wallace Johnson suspects that it all has a lot to do with busy, busy lives and a lot to do with computers. About once a month, somebody will come bustling in, all wildeyed with a sack of papers, looking over that small room for a fax machine. He tells them that all they have is a copying machine, which used to be what everybody in a hurry needed, and overnight mail, which may or may not really make it overnight depending on when you sign off. It’s a very different speed people live in now, even when they’re on vacation. As far as Wallace is concerned, that’s their loss. He would just as soon read. The paper. The tide chart. The little descriptions of all the stamps issued: lighthouses, comedians, Elvis and Einstein. If you can name it, it’s probably on a stamp. And when he’s all alone, like now, he likes to read the letters.


  APRIL 1973


  Dear Wayward One,


  My whole life I have studied architecture. Not anything formal of course, just shapes and angles, windows facing east like the old-timey graves. Let me see the sun rise on Judgment Day. Oh God, what if there IS a judgment day? It’s starting to worry me a little. You know now people don’t seem to give a damn how they’re buriedone on top of another, right side up. I guess I always liked the notion of those mausoleums, but that’s just because my whole life I have had a romance with little housesplayhouses, dollhouses, little dioramas like folks used to make out of a shoebox, a little wax paper window at a far end. I once made the Sahara Desert and my teacher said it wasn’t anything but a box of sand. She was not what I’d call a real imaginative sort. I like the notion of dark little houses, little windows and lifeless curtains. I see such houses and I think of all the folks who pass them by without a single notice, because of that exterior paint or maybe because it’s, say, over a business establishment or something. Imagine then that what you can’t see behind those tired dirty drapes is a love-filled life: maybe there’s a mama and a daddy curled up in their bed, and they are happy just because they have each other. And in the next room their children sleep and dream of ways to make those parents glad that they gave them life, glad that they have to work so hard to keep them all moving and growing and going. They have a plan and a purpose. I felt that I had a plan way back, when I sat under my house. I still do, though certainly my plans have changed numerous times over the years. You see, I thought we were like that couple in my dream. I thought we were that secret secret lovesomething pure and perfect beating behind the most sordid of scenes, or what would look that way to anybody just passing by and giving that old beach house a once-over. What will always give me a start is how I drove off, imagining you with that pillow clutched to your chest, your strong tan leg thrown over the blanket where I had been lying just moments before. Remember how I told you I had the hot foot, had to sleep with my left foot out from under the covers. You laughed great big when I said that my mama had a hot foot, as well as her mama before her. You laughed like a man who might roll over and invite me for another romp, a man who might get up and have a sip of liquor and then write some words. You might put on one of your albums and croon along, slow dance. That was not the laugh of a man who would in less than fifteen minutes blow himself to kingdom come. I drove away through that old Green Swamp that night with my legs shaking, that good tired shaking, and my eyes peeled for headlights coming toward me. I was concerned about some fool drunk driver crossing the line; I was concerned about getting home and into the shower so that my husband would not trace you on me. He still looks at me sometimes, and it’s a look that leaves me wondering if he knows everything there is to know about me or if he knows absolutely nothing. And now I think you must have looked at me and seen those same possibilities. You were always saying how we were soulmates and how I could read you better than you could read yourself, but no, honey, not then, not now. I pictured you with a sheet wrapped around your waist, a cigarette glowing in your hand as you watched my taillights get smaller and smaller. And an hour later when I was showered and fresh, when I had told my husband all about helping this poor old soul with a flat tire and waiting and waiting all night long for the man from the Esso station, when he had asked me just enough questions that seemed to satisfy truth, then we were the ones all curled up behind still drapes. I remember falling asleep that way, my husband’s hand drawn close between my thighs where he said I felt like a furnace. And all the while I thought of you stretched out in those cotton sheets, your lids fluttering with thoughts, ever racing, ever producing those beautifully brilliant thoughts. What I heard the next day was that your brains were everywhere. What brilliance. What generosity. Brains all over this godforsaken world.


  


  Tom turns from the window where he has watched Quee oversee the trash pickup, and he drives the final nail into the molding at the top of the closet space. Quee didn’t want a door on the closet. Said she preferred the curtain look. She had supplied him with the curtain already on a heavy brass rod and asked that he hang it in place once the closet was finished. The curtain was green, velvet she’d bought from that crazy old junk man she supports. She told Tom when she saw it she knew it was perfect, kind of a Gone with the Wind look to welcome Mary Denise. He figures a Gone with the Wind look means that if this Mary Denise ever finds herself with nothing to wear she could snatch down the curtain over her closet and put it around her. He laughs a crooked laugh, the last nail in one corner of his mouth, because after what Quee told him about this chick, the possibility of her wearing no clothes was quite possible.


  He hears the stairs creaking and the key turn. Impulse makes him pull the curtain closed, and then she is there, this vision. Quee had told him that as far as she could tell the girl was sort of a dingdong, but that the girl’s mama had been like a sister to Quee when they were growing up, and that loyalties never died, real loyalties, that is. Quee said that even if she was a dingdong, she was college-educated and quite attractive, just what she wanted for the in-house therapist of Smoke-Out Signals. Quee said just because she undressed in the movie theater was no reason to condemn her; it might (if the whole story was known) even be a source of admiration for her. She had taken her clothes off, which is exactly what she’s doing now. Tom watches through the split in the velvet, the thick dusty odor of the fabric making him feel like sneezing.


  She slides her jeans down her hips and over her thighs; there’s the imprint of the seam of her pants in the soft white flesh of her leg. Her cotton underwear is ripped up one side; her legs are hairy, knees knobby. The small indentations on either side of the base of her spine are deepened by her swayback stance. She looks at herself in the mirror, sticks out her tongue and then goes over to sit on the edge of the ruffly bed. She lies back and crosses her legs, hands behind her head. “It might just work,” she says and laughs. “It’s no Taj Mahal, but I’m no Sheba either. I’m just free at last, free at last, so fucking free at last.” She begins to unbutton her shirt. Tom tries to look at the floor, to count the nails he has spent the morning driving, but he finds his eyes drawn to her, the last thing he needs about now.


  She goes back over to the mirror and grins at herself, inspects her straight white teeth. “Who the hell are you?” she asks, and his heart freezes in his chest; but she’s talking to herself again. “The Cheshire cat? The Runaway Wife? The Feminine Pee-Wee?” She turns and inhales from an imaginary cigarette. “What a dump!” She parades, dances, shimmies in her ripped-up underwear for what seems an eternity. Who would think that you could get bored spying on a nice-looking, near-naked girl who talks to herself, but here he is. She opens her suitcase and pulls a red and black silky robe from it. It’s that kind of robe that looks Oriental or something; it makes her look a little hookerish. She pulls her hair back in a ponytail, sits cross-legged on the bed and pulls a tape recorder from her bag.


  “Testing, testing . . . yoo-hoo. I’m home! It’s an okay room. Quee is what I expected, not as big as Mama had made her sound, but of course to Mama everybody is BIG.”


  She stretches out flat on her back, one foot propped up on the wall.


  “And she doesn’t look so whorish to me. I like her hair long like that. I’m going to let mine grow that long. Her clothes are kind of weird like Mama said, but all in all I’d much rather be wearing Quee’s muumuu than Mama’s girdle, or whatever it is she wears to keep her butt looking so small. I like a big butt, a butt that moves a little when it walks. I’m thinking I might grow mine a little bigger.”


  She stops the machine and laughs great big and then turns it back on. “Now as for business. I’ve got a plan as to how to divvy up the clients. There are the anals and there are the orals. The one and only client herelet’s call him the guinea pigis clearly an oral. He talks all the time and even makes his living at it and it’s clear that he eats a lot, and from the looks of the red nose of his I’d venture to guess that he drinks a bit. Clearly he’s oral, but the Spandex Poet who is checking in this very minute is an anal. You can tell by the way she’s way too thin. Eating disorders and anal control impulses seem to go hand in hand. Now what I know from experience is that an oral personality out of control is really bad news. My personal little episode of late is proof of that, but, honey, the worst news you can ever find is an anal in control. Let’s just say, for example, if your spouse is an anal type who gains control then sex is mechanical, food is measured to a T, pennies are pinched, and much time is spent on the toilet wrestling with all sorts of issues that life may present. You are likely to find magazine racks and little mini televisions in such a person’s bathroom. You are likely to find things in the medicine chest alphabetized; there’s probably one economy size of the drugstore brand floss. The utilitarian bathroom. You could live there. There are people I wish would. For business purposes, I will refer to the As and the Os. Look out at the world, and it’s easy as pie to figure. Like look at that show The Odd Couple. Felix is an A and Oscar is an O. Elvis was a cross between the two, probably because he was a twin. Quee is clearly an O, and I think I am, too.”


  By the time she has gone through just about everybody who has ever been on television or in the movies (Bette Midler is oral and Nancy Reagan is anal), Tommy catches himself dozing against the wall. What wakes him up is the sound of his own name being called, and Blackbeard’s bark from the truck. He jerks awake and peeps out in time to see this raging dingdong hide her tape recorder under the bed and pull a pair of jeans up under that skimpy robe.


  “Tom? Where are you?” There is a knock on the door and Denny goes to open it. Quee pushes right in the room, looking all around. “Now where did that boy go?” she asks, and before Tom can think, she pulls back the curtain and there he is like the Wizard of Oz, hammer in hand, nails in his mouth. “I guess you two met, huh?”


  “No, no.” Tom pats his top shirt pocket that has nothing at all in it. “I was wearing my Walkman, didn’t hear a thing.” He steps out and extends his hand. “I’m so embarrassed,” he says and the whole time this Denny is giving him the once-over. She stares hard at his shirt pocket.


  “What were you listening to?” she asks and pulls that awful-looking robe closer around her body.


  “You mean just now?” He holds his hand up to Denny to pause the conversation and turns to Quee. “Did you need me?”


  “I just want to see you before you leave, that’s all.” Quee stands there looking back and forth between the two of them. She always makes Tom feel like he’s under a microscope, like she’s taking in every square inch of him. It used to make him nervous, but now he knows she’s just trying to place him among all the teenage boys who used to come to her back door. “So when you’re all done, come on back to the clinic. I’m thinking we’ll need to add a little salon before too long, you know, maybe just a room all by itself for the pedicures and such; dim lights, piped-in music, the addict can drink a glass of wine while getting a full foot massage and pedicure, doesn’t that sound good?”


  “I reckon.” Tom looks at Denny. “If you’re into feet.”


  “Well I am into feet,” Quee says and sticks one of hers out into the air, twists it all around. Her skin is white and freckled and her toenails are painted a deep maroon. “I wear a size ten, and I have since I was fourteen. I had to drive clean to Raleigh to find any kind of fancy shoes and it always made me feel so”she pauses as if struggling to find just the right word“unique, privileged. . . .” She grins great big at both of them, the kind of grin that is wise and well practicedfake some might sayher thin eyebrow sharply raised. “Lonnie always said that there was nothing in this world sexier than a great big sturdy woman with extra-large feet.”


  “Really,” Denny says, just as deadpan as you can get. She looks like she is trying not to laugh as she pulls the belt of her robe tighter.


  “Not to say of course that someone of your average size can’t also be sexy.” Quee cups her hand under Denny’s chin and turns her face from side to side, looks at Tom as if to solicit his opinion as well. “I think she’s quite fine-looking, myself. I have always thought, since the day she was born, that she was an absolute beauty.”


  “Well, I wear a size eight.”


  “Good, good,” Quee says. “That’s a start. If you ever have children you’ll probably make it into a nine. Just hold on to that thought; I believe in the power of positive thinking.”


  “Yeah, your foot looks about the same as mine.” Tom sticks his brogan out beside Denny’s foot, and though there is a considerable difference in size he continues. “I bet we could swap shoes sometime.”


  “Oh, yeah, right.” She looks up and stares at him with narrowed green eyes. Her eyes are saying go to hell, but there’s play around the mouth, the softness of the person comfortable enough to strip down and prance around in raggedy underwear. “I still want to know what you were listening to in there and where is your Walkman?”


  “I’ve got to go help Ruthie shred her cancer sticks,” Quee says and eases out the door. “She’s getting hysterical, and it’s only been five minutes since she put out what I like to call the final request smoke. She was eyeing the dash of your truck there, Tom, you must have a stash scattered around in there. You’re next on my list, honey.” She points her finger at him. “I need a lot of things done around here, and if you always come in smelling of smoke, the addicts’ll be asking to suck your clothes.”


  “Suck my toes?”


  “She said clothes.” Denny slings back the velvet curtain and is running her hand up and over each and every shelf.


  “Worse things could happen,” he says and grins, and Quee just laughs a laugh that makes the room vibrate, calls him so bad.


  “I’ll get you, Tommy,” she says. “I’m gonna use you as the supreme example of the miracle of my cures.”


  “I hear you.”


  “Make yourself at home, Denny love.” Quee flashes that same grin, complete with the affected batting of her eyelids before closing the door.


  “Yeah,” Tom says, his arms opened wide to the small cluttered room. “Make yourself at home.”


  “You were spying on me,” she says now. “There’s no Walkman.” She has collected a bundle of clothes and now is holding them in front of her.


  “Look,” he shakes his head and starts to walk toward her, but she takes two steps back. “I am curious about what you’re wearing. Would you call that a muumuu?”


  “No, Mr. Eavesdropper, I’d call it a robe if I were to call it anything for your benefit.”


  “Hmmm.” He shrugs and goes to get his toolbox out of the closet.


  “Why did you ask to begin with?”


  “I don’t know, just never quite saw anything like it.”


  “So?” She grabs up a big hard red suitcase and slings it onto the low double bed. Just last week, Quee had had him hang a big pink velvet curtain behind the bed, with the idea that it would make the plain-as-a-jail-cell room look fancy. “I’m sure there’s a lot that you’ve never seen.”


  “Seen more today than I cared to.” He laughs and extends his hand. “I’m just kidding really.”


  “No, I don’t think you are kidding. I think you’re making fun of me.” She turns, holding the red satin lapels of her robe. “I mean what’s so different about my robe except that you happened to spy”she spit the word and took a step closer“and see what was under it.”


  “Forget I said anything, really.” He goes over to the door feeling like he got the best of that one for sure, only to turn and see her with a look so forlorn he can’t take it. She looks a hell of a lot like his latest adoption, an abused cocker spaniel who answers now to Mary Read. “Really.”


  “Oh, just go on.” She waves her hand and sits on the edge of the bed, legs stretched and crossed at the ankles, as she stares up at the odd overhead fixture that Quee had him install several weeks ago. It looks like a big lavender tit with a crystal pastie, again, a little accessory that Quee thought would bring elegance to the room.


  “See you around,” he says, but she sits there, barely lowers her chin in response. Nothing pisses him off like this kind of silent, “pity me” reaction; he doesn’t even know her, and he’d like to put his fist through the wall. He should leave, just walk out, but he has always had such a hard time doing that. As soon as he did, she’d probably go to the closet only to have it cave in on her, decapitate her. Tom Lowe was the last one with her, they’d say.


  “Look, what can I do?” He puts down his toolbox and takes one step back in the room.


  “It’s not you. It has nothing to do with you.” She turns then with dry eyes and a whole new look about her. “I mean, yes, I wish you’d said you were in there looking at me without my clothes on, but you didn’t.” He wants to interject, to make a connection, to say that maybe this is reminding her of her little episode in the theater, but he thinks better of it and just stands there. “I mean it’s not like you really saw me.”


  “No.” He shakes his head and laughs, a full image of her bodythe narrow shoulders and waist channeling into an ample rearis firm in his memory. Before she even has time to question his laugh, he turns with Blackbeard’s bark to look out the window where Ruthie, decked out in paisley spandex pants, is circling his truck. “Oh, you’ve got to see this,” he says. Denny comes over there beside him, her robe still pulled tightly around her. He feels strange standing this close to a stranger, so close that he can smell the lemon scent of her hair, can see the pale blue vein in her right cheek.


  “The Spandex Poet?” Denny presses her forehead against the glass just as Quee comes out into the front yard, waving her arms as if herding a flock of something wild.


  “I mean it, Ruthie, I’m not having this shit,” Quee says and grabs the woman’s toothpick arm. “You are an addict. If you want to quit smoking, then you can quit smoking.” Quee gives her another shake, and Ruthie starts sobbing. She flails her paisley legs and wails like a cat in heat. “I can help you, I can cure you.” Quee practically lifts her up by the elbows, her arms folded in like she’s in a straitjacket, her legs pedaling like she’s on a bicycle. “I can beat your skinny ass if necessary.”


  “Man, she’s crazy as hell,” Denny says and backs away so that her breath on the glass won’t interrupt the view.


  “You got that right.” Tom taps her on the arm, leans in close enough to whisper in her ear. “And you’re her doctor.”


  “What will I do with her?”


  “I think that everybody in this town has asked that question at least once.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.” He waits for her to say something else but there’s just an uncomfortable silence. “Well, see you.”


  “In the clinic?” she asks and follows him to the door.


  “Don’t count on it.” He’s all set to go, but he finds himself taking the time to check her out from head to toe, the thick frizzy hair yanked back with a big yellow hair thing, those green cat eyes, the smooth near-flatness of her chest, no cleavage whatsoever as she pulls her robe tighter.


  “What are you looking at?” she asks now, and in the background, from the other end of the house they can hear Ruthie’s dramatic swearing to quit smoking, with Quee egging her on every step of the way.


  “Something behind that preposition.”


  “Oh, smart. You’re so smart.”


  “Yes, I am. Very smart.”


  “And that’s why you’re hanging curtains in a two-bit hodgepodge clinic.” She twisted her shoulders as she spoke, a gesture he remembered girls doing in grade school; it was the physical movement that went along with nanny-nanny-boo-boo.


  “Yes, the very clinic where you are the resident shrink, if I understand right.” He stepped back into the room and closed the door. “Are we talking quality? Do you really want to?” He stares up at that lavender tit with the crystal pastie and catches himself picturing such adornments fastened to her. “Because you know I grew up here, my mom is here.”


  “So?”


  “So, I didn’t choose it. I’m part of it.” He pats his chest. “You chose it.”


  “Well if you were any good at what you do then you would have had opportunity to leave.” He laughs, waits to see if it occurs to her what she’s just said.


  “Oh, I’m good.” He grins. “Anyone will tell you that.”


  


  Queen Mary Stutts was born in Fulton in 1925, the same year that her father, Seymore Stutts, an employer of the local ice plant, left home. She had never even seen a picture of the man, though people said she looked a lot like him, that she got his big bones, Greek complexion, and wiry black hair. Her mother refused to talk about him, saying only that he had taken shape and then dissolved, much like the blocks of ice he heaved and chipped with his cold metal hook. They were once told there was a woman in the next town, a married woman he ran off with, but the story stopped there. Her mother married Mr. Bradley when Quee was thirteen, and he was never like a daddy at all, more like an uncle or a neighbor. It was right after her mother married him that he took Quee (then Mary) to see the ocean for the very first time.


  By the time she was fifteen, she had begun to call herself “Quee,” much to her mother’s dislike, and was anxious to go ahead and get married so she could get Stutts out of her name and move on to something new. The man she found was quite a bit older, Lonnie Purdy, the new church officer (an accountant by profession), who was known for his singing and his ability to speak Hebrew. Quee would whisper in his ear, beg him to speak some Hebrew to her. She said the word, stretching the last syllable so it sounded dirty. She had her mind on that name, Purdy, which she fully intended to have and one day change to pronounce as Pur-day, like a French name: Quee Purdé. Lonnie didn’t get it, but he never had gotten anything, nothing, and when Quee pulled him down into the church basement on the pretense of finding some extra hymnals, when she pressed up against him in the dark musty closet, velvet costumes from some kind of pageant, her breath tinged with the licorice she was forever chewing (she liked to braid the strips and tie them around her neck like a choker), he started to catch on. She felt her way down his thigh, the crease in his pants so sharp it made her laugh to think of him or some old woman over at his boardinghouse spitting on an iron and pinching the fabric up that way. She reached for him, palm spread and pressed down in circular strokes. Behind her she could hear people coming down the stairs, everybody getting ready for Snak and Yak, stale sandwiches and room-temperature milk. “Let’s have our own Snak and Yak,” she whispered, his face as smooth as a baby, his starched pants stretching at the seams. “Church man, minister to me, oh save me, save me.” She giggled and peeked out into the darkened basement.


  “What has come over you, Quee?” he was asking. “What is it you need?”


  “You don’t get out much, do you?” She undid his belt buckle and slowly teased with his zipper. “Let’s get you out for a spell.” He closed his eyes at her touch, pretending like maybe nothing was happening. “Now talk some Hebrew or Greek,” she said coaxingly. “Come on, now. Everybody’s always bragging on you, I just want to hear it for myself.”


  “Quee, why me? What are you thinking?”


  “I’m thinking I want to marry you. I want to get my naked body right beside you. I want to,” she leaned into his neck and whispered. He strained to hear her every word and then turned suddenly and pulled her to the back of the closet where they stretched out on the cold hard floor. He moved on top of her, his hard shiny shoes tapping out a beat on the wall where there was a stack of tin basins and towels that had recently been discarded when the church women decided that their Wednesday night footwashings were archaic and should be replaced with a potluck dinner instead. Quee had once taken her mama’s dark gray stockings and rubbed them in the fireplace soot so that when her mama got to church and rolled off the hose her feet were filthy. She was thinking about that, her mama coming home in a wave of fury with black splotches all up and down her white skinny legs, when Lonnie’s breath became shallow and whimpery like a puppy. She felt his total weight on her then, and it felt good, like a flesh-and-bone blanket, a body of substance. “What have I done?” he asked after a few minutes. They were both suddenly aware of voices and lights in the basement, the womenher mama one of themslapping those old stale sandwiches together.


  “Looks to me like you might’ve proposed.” Quee pulled out from under him and adjusted the waistband of her skirt. She pulled a piece of licorice from around her throat and popped it in her mouth. “I guess I’ll give you an answer later on. And,” she lowered her voice as if to issue a threat, teeth clenched. “I want to hear some of that Hebrew people have been bragging on you about.”


  Years later, she teased him about the look of horror on his face. She teased him about his modesty and the way that he would carefully remove and roll his socks, fold and tuck his briefs under his undershirt. One year of marriage and she talked him into leaving his post at the church and taking what she called “a job with a future,” a job at the First Southern Savings and Loan. “People trust you,” she told him. “People think you know some superior things.”


  “Speaking of which,” he said. “How do you know all that you know?” It was a question he had asked often. “How did you know so much way back in the church basement?”


  “I read a lot,” she said. “And aren’t you glad I do?”


  Those years with Lonnie were some of the best, and even though the spark between them flared and sputtered off and on (at least as far as she was concerned), she could never have found a nicer person to set up shop with. He knew there had been other men, and he knew there would be after him. He knew that he had always been her sturdy stake in the yard, a father and a brother and a friend, a mouthpiece for the divine to get people off of her back. There were all kinds of rumors about her and what she did. People said she was a witch. People said she was a whore. Even now that she is known as a fully licensed massage therapist, people are still suspicious. The local chiropractor feels she’s treading on his turf, and people around still seem to think that “massage” is a buzzword for blow job. She told a group of busybodies not three days ago that she was not in the business of giving lip service (Do you get it? Lip service? They were all in the checkout of the Winn-Dixie) to anybody. She said if somebody came to her looking for a blow job that she’d tell him to go straight to hell. She is a busy, busy woman, a business woman on the threshhold of a huge venture, and she didn’t have time to help their tired old men get their rocks off.


  “She’s as wicked as ever,” they said. “I don’t know how she ever got such a nice man as Lonnie Purdy, rest in peace, to marry her.”


  “I am sixty-nine years old, ladies, and I was the best thing to ever happen to Lonnie Purdy.” Quee held her arms out to the side, an avocado in each hand, and turned. “I look fifty-two. Your husbands like to look at me or did when they were alive. They always did. Those still breathing like to stop off at the shop and talk, get a massage or psychofoot therapy, which is something I invented myself after being inspired by the book Feet First, which was written by Laura Norman, the cousin of one of my dearest friends. I am a great reader, ladies; I’m a philosopher and I’m an inventor and now I’m curing the smokers. The people are coming in from near and far. I’ve had to hire a helper, that’s how many reservations I’m getting. So . . .” She put her avocados on the conveyer belt along with a cartful of produce and several bottles of wine. “So, if any of your men take on a lean and hungry look, well you just better think long and hard about offering him a little massage yourself.” She pulled her sunglasses down and watched while the fruit and vegetables tumbled down the belt. “You know I did once know a whore,” she told them. “She taught me a lot of things, but none of what you’re thinking. She had a big blank wall behind her dirty rumpled bed, and she’d reach up and make a little mark every time she screwed somebody. It was her tally card. She was a business woman, and she was proud of it.” She started to tell them the whole truth that this woman who had taught her so much was none other than her own alter ego, fantasy self, but she didn’t. It was enough that she had shocked them, enough that she had left them feeling dowdy and old, pinched in their little stiff clothes, their faces pasty with makeup, their hair lacquered in place.


  “You’ll get arrested one day,” one of them said.


  “For what, sugar? Servicing the underprivileged, or killing somebody I don’t like?”


  


  Mack knew all about TomCat Lowe, or at least all that Sarah was willing to tell him. Maybe she told him all that there was, and yet still it always felt that there was something left out. Tom Lowe was the person who would haunt Mack’s marriage. Mack had even considered turning down his father-in-law’s job proposal just because the mysterious Tommy Lowe lived in the same town.


  What he knew was that Sarah had slept with him, that she got pregnant when she was a senior in high school. She never would have told Mack that, he was sure, except that it was her bit of proof that she could get pregnant. For some reason, she seemed never to have thought about how this might make him feel; she had so taken the responsibility onto her own shoulders that she had never even considered that Mack might be the problem. She clung to the doctor’s notion that she needed to calm down, relax, be patient. That’s when she talked of the irony of it all; she told Mack how scared she had been when she realized she was pregnant. For hours she had sat perched there on the white canopy bed that is still in her room at her parents’ home. A yellow-and-white panda bear won by Tom Lowe with skeeball tickets at the Ocean Drive pavilion is still on the window seat. She said that Tom took care of everything, that he promised her that no one would ever know. She trusted him completely, even after she was off at school and things didn’t work out between them.


  Then she met Mack. They were introduced to each other by Jones Jameson, a fraternity brother of Mack’s. They had dated for a whole semester before they both admitted that they hated Jones Jameson (in college he had given himself the nickname Moby) and hadn’t said anything because each had assumed the other was his friend. He was the kind who made it sound like everyone was his friend, which is exactly how he had always managed to come out on top, whether it was cheating on a college exam or being “the cool” disc jockey in a very small town. He did it as soon as Mack got to town, slapped him on the back with his old buddy talk only to ask five minutes later for a little free legal advice. The one bit of knowledge that keeps him from hating Tom Lowe is the story Sarah told about Tom Lowe beating the shit out of Jones Jameson in the eighth grade and again in the ninth. The current rumor in town is that Jones Jameson has left his wife, disappeared; the response that first comes to mind is Good riddance to bad rubbish and all those other little sayings that June has recently brought back into his life, compliments of the elementary school where she teaches.


  Once when June was over visiting (they had just bought the house), she and Sarah were in the kitchen unpacking and listening to Jones Jameson on the radio; he was making reference to the nickname his frat brothers had given him and asking his listeners in between raucous hyena-like laughs if they could fathom (every day he seemed to have a new word that he used over and over: fathom, postulate, tantamount) how he got that name.


  “Does he love Herman Melville?” June asked in elementary-schoolteacher pitch. “No, no, I think not. I’d guess, I’d fathom that perhaps he had a cucumber taped to his thigh.”


  “Except . . . ,” Sarah turned from where she was standing on a chair and laughed.


  “Except I’ve seen it,” June screamed. “And so have you Polly Pureheart!”


  “What’s this?” Mack asked. “You saw Jones Jameson?”


  “Oops.” June acted like she was about to tiptoe from the room and then thought better of it. “Nah, streaking, remember? We saw everybody in high school, because all the guys liked to streak.”


  “I see.”


  “That’s right,” Sarah said, her face flushed with laughter. When he left the room, he could hear the two of them in there in hysterics.


  “His poor wife,” June said. “Imagine being married to that dick.”


  “Yes, a dick with eyes.”


  “A dick in loafers!”


  “A dick in madras shorts and an Izod shirt.”


  “He did introduce us.” Mack leaned into the room where the two were sprawled out on the kitchen floor, half-empty boxes and shredded newspapers all around them. “You look like a couple of crazed hamsters.” This made them laugh harder. When he went back down the hall to the living room, they were still at it.


  “A dick with an introduction!”


  “Hi there, out there in radioland,” Sarah was saying in a deep sultry voice.


  “I’m a dick.”


  “I’m a big dick.”


  “In loafers.”


  “Penny loafers.”


  “Bass Weejuns.”


  “Cordovan Bass Weejuns.”


  “Remember when everybody wanted palomino-colored loafers?”


  “Ninth grade,” June said. “I asked for a palomino horse, and my mother got me palomino loafers and a poncho.”


  That night the three of them had swapped Jones Jameson stories. It became a contest to think of the worst thing he had done. He was one of those awful people who, for some reason, certain women wanted to save. He was the kind of guy who would whistle at passing coeds and, if they dared look back, would wave his hand and say, “Hell, not you! Who would want you?” Everybody thought he was destined to marry one of the wealthy sorority types who would support him and his habits, but he never made it. He ended up with a quiet, average-looking social worker, who Sarah and June figured was either some really hot somebody in the bedroom or was simply an abused wife. As rumors circulated over time, it was clear that she was just a nice ordinary person who had made a horrible mistake. He made no bones about his activities and routine conquests. He liked to go to Myrtle Beach or over to Fort Bragg for a good time.


  June told how once he invited a girl from one of the county schools to meet him at the movies. When she showed, he was waiting there, and he also had every boy in the junior high school lined up at the back of the theater, waiting for him to saunter up midway into the movie with a pair of white cotton underwear wadded up in his waving hand. “Come one, come all,” he was calling. “Tour the Grand Canyon. Let your fingers do the walking.” June was there with her big sister. She saw the girl whose name she couldn’t even recall, Mary Laura or Marie Lynn, sit there until the movie was over; she sat frozen and staring straight ahead at where Mary Tyler Moore was having to decide between life with Elvis, the handsome inner-city doctor, or the convent. “She probably never got over it,” June said. “He wore the underwear on his head to make all of those boys laugh.”


  Mack decided not to tell his worst story, simply told them that Jones had continued to do the same kinds of things all through college. He picked up women, got what he could, and then left them in the most humiliating way possible. Mack had, more than once, been the recipient of these stories, witnessed the evidence. He could see Jones pulling a pair of pink nylon panties from the pocket of his jeans and spreading it out on the table like a cat might lay out a half-eaten rodent. “Got some,” he whispered. Then he reached into his other pocket and pulled out a flesh-colored elastic bra. Within minutes he had reached under his shirt and brought forth the girl’s shirt, all neatly rolled up. By then he had identified her as that stacked nigger who was always at Happy Hour. “Left the jeans in the car,” he said. “Left her with her shoes.” He patted his chest and looked around the table. “Hey, I’m a nice guy. I said, Don’t forget your goddamned shoes, honey.”


  “What?” There was nervous laughter around the table while Jones told again and again about how easy it was to get a little these days.


  “You should have seen those great big white eyes,” he said. “She looked just like what’s his name? Buckwheat. That’s what I was thinking, fucking Buckwheat.”


  All but a couple of the rowdiest guys were sitting solemnly, unsure of what to say or do beyond a nervous laugh. “I said, Oh honeychile, I really want to make it good; let’s get out on the ground where we’ve got lots of room to play.” He had to stop and laugh, all the while shaking his head as if in disbelief of what he kept calling her ignorance. “You should have seen her all stretched out on that blanket ready and waiting, and I was so drunk, you know, I thought I might fuck her, but then I thought wait, wait, wait, some nice girl who wants to marry me someday, you know how they are, is going to ask me if I ever slept with a nigger, and there I’d be having to tell her the truth.” He laughed like a maniac, eyes glassy. “Is that classic or what?”


  “You left her?”


  “Yeah. You should have seen her hop up when she heard the motor! She took off running behind the car like a goddamned dog.”


  For years Mack has thought of that girl out there making her way from tree to bush. He thinks of the county girl in the movies. It could have just as easily been Sarah or June; You gotta meet this cute little piece from my hometown, he had said to Mack and pointed across the room where Sarah was standing. For years Mack has wanted to find Jones Jameson all alone someplace where he could walk up and confront him, walk up and say what a lousy son of a bitch he is. Mack wishes he were the one who at some time in the past had stood up to Jones Jameson, beat the shit out of him.


  Jones was at their wedding. He was IN their wedding, for christsakes. If they had gotten married in any other town, there’s no way he would have even been asked to the wedding, but things being what they were (Sarah’s parents socialize with his parents), their hands were tied, or so they were told and then weakly obliged in the midst of all the other ridiculous decisions that had to be made, like what color cummerbund Mack and his dad should wear. Sarah had also invited Tom Lowe to the wedding, certain, she told Mack again and again, that he would never come in a million years. “He hates things like church services,” she said. “But I really do need to ask him. I’d feel really bad if I didn’t.”


  Mack hoped she was right, that Tom Lowe would not show up. He imagined a scene right out of The Graduate, Tom Lowe in the balcony of the Presbyterian Church screaming “Sarah, Sarah,” and her turning and running to him, fleeing the church, barring the door.


  He later discovered, on an afternoon when she was very quiet for no apparent reason, that Tom Lowe had not been there, that she had looked for him as soon as she and her father stepped into the aisle. It turned out that there was a reason she had gotten quiet. She had been unpacking and had found all of the letters he sent her when she first went off to college. She read one aloud to Mack, one where this TomCat had written that he felt things had really changed between them. “The last time I visited you,” he wrote, “I felt so out of place. It has nothing to do with that fraternity boy way of dressing, like you worried it did. Hell, if it was that easy, I’d buy a dozen Izod shirts and I’d stop wearing socks. I just felt so out of place, Sarah, you know? I was a fish out of water and I couldn’t drive fast enough to get myself back where I belong. I said that the University was too far inland and of course that was a joke. But it is true that I feel better here at home where I do have the ocean and where I do feel like I know who I am. Being able to swim the fastest against the river current or swing the farthest from that old rope we used to all mess around with doesn’t count for much up there. Guys like Jones for example. Around here people kind of knew he was a jerk. Around there he is really somebody. All of a sudden WHO you are ain’t about being who you are. I hope you understand. It’s not easy for me, either. Love, Tommy.” She had read the lines slower and slower, voice a little shaky at the end. She took a deep breath, gave Mack a half smile. “PS, if you ever find yourself back in Fulton, I know you’ll find me. I’ll be the king of the hill at low tide. I’ll forever be your TomCat.” With this she shook her head, her face all twisted in an effort not to cry.


  “I’m sorry, Mack,” she said and came and buried her face in his chest. He stood, his arms by his side. He felt unable to touch or hold her. “Really, honey.” She pulled his arms around her. “That’s not really why I’m crying.” She shook her head, and he knew again that they had had false hopes, a late period, so late this time that she had actually come home with a tiny little cotton sleeper and a pair of socks. “Bad luck, bad luck,” her mother had said the last time, when Sarah bought a blanket and silver rattle, so she only showed Mackand, he suspected, Junebefore hiding the belongings on the top shelf of what would someday be the nursery.


  Then he hugged her close, whispered that it would all be okay, and yet he still couldn’t shake the thoughts of Tom Lowe. She probably often thought about what her life would have been if she had had Tom Lowe’s baby and stayed in this town with him. Would she have been happy upholstering furniture or whatever it is he does for a living? Would they be one of those couples going to the all-you-can-eat salad bar at Denny’s on Saturday night? Would she be happier that way? Even then, he began to think of her driving across town one day in search of him. It would be easy for her to find him, easy for them to pick back up where they left off. If they lived here forever such a meeting had to happen; he almost caught himself wishing that it would so that they could talk about it once and for all.


  June had come over that same afternoon, and Sarah showed her the letter, then told her that she wasn’t pregnant.


  “Oh, Sarah,” June said and shook her head. Her eyes were as dark as Sarah’s were light. They called themselves the image sistersone the negative of the other. “I’m sorry.”


  Mack stood by and listened, sensing that June’s apology was for far more than a period. Even now he finds himself wanting to ask June, but he isn’t sure how he would go about saying it. “Did Sarah still love Tom Lowe? Did she see him when we moved back? If this hadn’t happened to her, would there have come a day when she packed a bag and left me?”


  


  SAT. NIGHT, AUGUST1976


  Dear Wayward One,


  Remember how I told you that I used to climb up under the house and stay there for the afternoon like I might be some old stray cat? Well, what I didn’t tell you maybe is how scared I felt many of those times. I would sit there and watch the light shift to the late afternoon while I dozed in and out in almost a dreamy way, my feet coated in the cool black dirt there. I can close my eyes right now and feel that buzzy cotton-headed kind of way, can smell the rust of our old pipes mixing with the scent of gardenia. My mother loved gardenias and when they bloomed in early summer, she had them all over our house, single blossoms floating in little silver bowls. I love the late afternoon light, the slant, the color, but for some reason it makes me feel so sad and lonely I could just curl up in a dark corner and cry. When I heard the news about you it was like I’d been waiting my whole life for a reason to feel the way I do. I have always felt a sadness deep within, an anchor that never allowed me to float too far. Even before I was ever really happy, I was afraid of losing happiness. I don’t know how a person comes to feel so undeserving while at the same time feeling powerful, like she could beat up the whole damn world, but that’s me. The floors would creak over my head, footsteps walking around in a different world as far as I was concerned. My world was that other one; the one there under the house, the feelings I didn’t have names for. What I did have was long, scratched-up legs and a broad freckled face. I had shoulders on me that would have put any old boy out on a field trying to play football to shame. Just yesterday my husband handed me a news clipping all about these little girls that are taking to the fields with their baseballs and footballs. I envy them even right this second because I think of how good it must be to be told to knock the hell out of something or someone, how good it must be to take off and start running, and then keep running, keep going till you have sweated away whatever anger and bitterness had found its way up and into your skin. Oh I can do a little workout, ride a bike machine or something but I’m too old by now to get it all out of my skin. It’s like poison, those old sad feelings, and by now I guess I’m addicted to them. By now I guess I’m just the way that I’ll always be. And isn’t it strangeother than your bed, the place I most often wish myself is under the house with the cool darkness, the rich-smelling earth. Sometimes I picture you sitting there under my house instead of where you really are. You reach inside the little houses I have built by mounding the rich dirt over my foot, packing it tightly and then easing my foot out to leave a cave. From each you pull a prize: colored glass, cat-eye marble, ball of twine, some money I lifted from a big man’s pocket when he told me to reach in and see what I might find. People are so stupid about what children do and do not know. You know that firsthand, don’t you? You told me once that you feared your son was like a piece of sponge thirsty for anything you might have to offer. I see him around town from time to time and I’d say that somebody has offered him some goodness. He looks fine but of course you can’t always go on that.


  My mother once said to me, “Don’t we have a good life, darling?” and she smoothed my hair back with her hand. “My but you feel so cool,” she said, “like someone from a grave.” By then I had washed my feet under the old pump at the far end of our yard and she had no idea that I had spent my whole day right under her very feet. I think of that all the time lately. I hear my mother’s voice saying like someone from a grave and I begin to think that maybe there has always been a part of me that was dead, or a part getting ready to be dead. Those words come to me most often now at the end of the day, my favorite time of day. Remember when we used to sit out on that old rickety porch sipping our beers and watching the ocean? We might watch for hours, seeing the tide all the way in, watching the sticks you had staked into the sand as markers. The world would spin us right out into darkness and then it was so hard to turn on the sobering lights, so hard to face the dirty shrimp pot, pink foam crusted on its edge, and the dirty plates, empty cans. All in the flip of a switch the dream ended. Wake-up call. I heard it just hours ago when my husband came in from work and found me out on the back stoop staring off into the pine trees that hide us from the highway. And now he’s waiting for me, there in the light of our bedroom and here I am writing this letter. I thought I could stop doing it. I planned to stop, but today is an anniversary. It’s my birthday and I’m just now starting to wonder how many more are ahead of me. Do I want them? Sometimes, like right now at the end of a long hard day, I have great doubts; but then by morning the doubts have retreated and I’m feeling hopeful again, looking for a mission, a cause. These letters are just another distraction, just another secret; most of my life is, you know.


  


  Mack has just gone out on the porch to wait when June drives up, her front wheel scraping the curb and horn blasting three short notes, which brings two of the guys from next door out in the yard to see what has happened.


  “Mack! Mack!” She slams her door and comes up the sidewalk all out of breath. “That rumor is true. Jones Jameson has disappeared. Over four days and nobody has seen him. They have a bulletin on the radio!”


  “Good!” Mack says, and then they both laugh. “He probably screwed some old lady, stole all of her money, and is now a gigolo in the Bahamas.”


  “Maybe some husband from out in the county caught old Moby in his bed and put a bullet through him.” She hands Mack a bottle of wine and goes to put her bag of groceries in the kitchen.


  “Keep a pleasant thought.” Mack smiles and then leads her down the hall to Sarah’s bed where they both fall silent; June smooths Sarah’s hair, presses a cool cloth to her dry lips. He watches and then wanders out on the porch into the fresh air. Sarah is there, on the other side of the window. Sometimes when he is out here, the wall between them, he can almost forget.


  “I hope Sarah can hear us,” June says, startling him.


  “What?” Mack turns sharply from watching the sunset, a clear perfect pink and orange sky.


  “Jones!” June takes a long sip of her wine and sits down on the step beside him. They always end up here, on the steps, as if the swing, the rockers are too close to the house, too close to the open window. “I told Sarah that this is just what we’ve waited for since junior high, that maybe somebody has left him out in the woods without his clothes.”


  “What?”


  “You know what he did in college.” June nudges him now, a little too hard. “God, everybody heard that sick story. He told it a zillion times. I’m surprised he didn’t take out an ad in the newspaper.”


  “You knew?” He watches her face to see if they’re talking about the same thing. “About the black girl.”


  “Yes. And the white girl, and the red girl and the pink and green girl. It just so happens that the black girl has a name: Karen. Karen Stallings. She lived in my dorm freshman year. She trusted him because he told her what great friends of his Sarah and I were.”


  “Sarah knew?”


  “Of course Sarah knew.” June reaches for the wine bottle and refills her glass. “As a matter of fact,” she gets up and goes and stands right in front of Sarah’s window, leans against the ledge as if she is speaking for both of them, together, united. “That’s why Sarah finally asked you point-blank what you thought of Jones, remember?” June takes a big drink. “It was a test.”


  “A test?”


  “Yes. If you had said that you really liked Jones, that you thought he was a great guy, then she was going to break up with you.”


  “That easily? She was just going to break up that easily? I could have broken up with her for the same thing.”


  “But you didn’t.” June takes the rocker closest to the window and sits. There is a tension between them that he hasn’t felt before, and he’s not sure why. “And you never even tried to find out what she thought. You’re one of those people who waits to see what someone else will say first.”


  “Such as?”


  “Such as . . .” She waves her free hand out to the side. “Such as you always wait for me to say how I miss her. You always wait for me to wonder what she’s thinking, if she’s thinking.”


  “Like I don’t?” He needs to stand up, to pace. “She’s my wife, June. I do think about things. Nobody told me that I had to run it all by you.” He goes and opens the screen door, the hinges whining in one long pitch. “I don’t know what’s happened to you all of a sudden, but I’m sorry. I’m really sorry if I did it.” He goes in and lets the door slam, turns down the hall and stands in the doorway to their room; he is shocked by Sarah’s thin silent presence, as if he’s seeing her for the first time. The room is almost dark now and the glow of the circular nightlights light up the baseboards that Sarah had scrubbed with Spic & Span the last day. The lights are hazy in his vision, blurry, like underwater lights in a pool. He would love nothing better than for her to open her eyes now, as if on command, and call him to her. She would lift her head, turning toward the window, and she would say, “June? June, come on and make up now,” as if they were children, the way she had done the time Mack got mad at June for knowing about the miscarriage before he did. Does she hear him? Does she see him here in the doorway? Is she locked there and waiting, forced to watch life as it continues to happen without her, or is she really gone?


  “Mack?”


  The whisper startles him and he rushes forward to the bed, leans close so that he can see her face, feel her breath, warm stale breath. He is about to call her name, scream her name when he realizes his error. It is June, there on the other side of the window whispering. He backs away from the bed, back to where he had been by the door. He pretends not to hear her, even when he hears her rocker tip against the wall, hears the door open and close, feels her hand on his back.


  “Mack, I’m sorry.”


  He nods, refusing to look at her.


  “Sometimes I just feel so lost, so lonely,” she whispers, her hand still lightly circling his back. “And then I feel angry, and I don’t know why. I’m sad and I’m furious. Like what Sarah and I would call ‘on the rag.’ ‘PMS City.’ Like I could squeeze the life out of somebody, kick a dog, curse a nun.”


  “Curse a nun?” he turns now, forcing the bemused look that would have accompanied that question, the question Sarah surely would have asked in all of that. “You don’t even know a nun.”


  “That’s very good,” she says and nods over at Sarah. “You gave the perfect answer. You win the prize.” She is avoiding his eyes, staring into his neck, her eyes watering, voice hoarse. Sarah once told him how when she and June were dancers in a local little theater version of Oklahoma, they were told to look adoringly into their dance partners’ (old square-dancing men from the next town) faces, and June told her partner that she would have to look adoringly at his chin, that there was no other way she could do it.


  “Are you looking adoringly at my chin?” he asks now and she steps forward, wraps her arms around him and squeezes. He can feel her shaking with stifled cries. He holds her, waits, his own hand now circling her back, combing through her hair. He turns his head so that his mouth is near her ear, those huge earrings she wears (the ones Sarah teased her about saying they were cheap and gaudy) getting in his way. “And what is the prize?” he whispers. It’s like that game he remembers playing as a child: freeze, unfreeze. He waits, not wanting to turn and look at Sarah, not wanting to turn and look at June. And in the wait he feels her press a little closer than before; he feels her breath on his cheek. “I wish,” she whispers, or it seems like she whispers. I wish.


  “What? Tell me,” he breathes back but the only response is that again she presses closer, and for a minute he almost forgets where he is, his hands squeezing and rubbing her waist, his heart skipping beats like a worn-out record.


  “I wish I could, Mack. God, I wish I could.”


  


  Testing . . . yoo-hoo. Day one has almost come to a close, and now I’m all locked up in this room that makes me feel like I ought to be in a brothel, all these velvet drapes and spangly light fixtures. It’s what you might call faux whorehouse. I mean, when you get right down to it, a really serious whore would need a better bed than the one I’m sitting on. I think it must’ve been left out in the rain a few times; it slopes off to one side and squeaks if you breathe. Anyway, I checked to make sure that Quee hadn’t left a nugget (pecan, peach pit, golfball) of some sort or another under my mattress like she did Ruthie Crow’s. She told me that she had always done that her whole life, at least since she read “The Princess and the Pea”; she said most people never notice that it’s there, which makes her able to honestly say that fairy tales do come true.


  “It’s just something I do, honey,” she said and laughed. She has a way of saying “honey” that makes you feel like she’s up to something. “Let’s just call it a hobby. I am a woman of many hobbies.”


  “Better peas and nuts under mattresses than a cage full of children you’re planning to eat, or spindles for people to prick their fingers on, I guess.”


  “Right, right,” she said, tapping her pen on the table where she was writing out a chart of when I would hold my sessions. I might as well have been invisible. She might have a cage full of children, who knows? I know nothing about this place except that Gerald would be sneezing his fool head off with all the dust motes and balls and bunnies to be found. Right now I am feeling a teeny bit shaky, like I’m wondering exactly what it is I am doing. And that guy, Tom, who was here making my closet. Well, I try, but I can’t seem to stop thinking of him; I mean, who could forget after what I went through in this very room? I can close my eyes and smell exactly how he smelled standing there next to me. His skin smelled hot, but in a good way, a clean suntan lotion kind of way that I found almost as exciting as William Hurt all perspired and listening to those wind chimes. And he’s got a wonderful face, tan and smooth. He’s taller than you might think if you saw him sitting down somewhere. He’s lean but sturdy-looking, and he could not take his eyes off of my robe. I finally said, “So fill your eyes full, and then fill your pockets!”


  “Sorry.” He was about to leave for the second time (the first time he was telling me how good he is at what he does, like I might be fool enough to bite that hook), and it was odd but (like that first time) I didn’t want him to.


  “It’s okay,” I said. “Just tell me what it is, like am I green or something? Do I smell bad? Or is it that you can’t take your eyes off of me?”


  “The last one.”


  “Really?” I was believing him, and then he seemed to want to laugh. “What?” I said, “Come on, I need a good laugh. Really. I can take it. Hell, I just left a husband. Five years of my life sucked right down the tubes.”


  “It’s nothing.” He was acting like he wanted to leave, but I knew better, so I grabbed him by the shirtsleeve and pulled him back in. I closed the door.


  “Was there ever a Walkman?”


  “No.”


  “So you heard what all I said?”


  “Yes.” He looked me square in the eye as he said all of this, and I felt myself start to perspire.


  “And you saw me in my underwear?”


  “Yes.” He tried to step away but I blocked the door. “But I tried not to stare.”


  “Why?” I tell this all on tape as an exercise to understand exactly what it was I was thinking. “You didn’t want to see me?”


  “I don’t think there’s a right answer to this.”


  Quee had talked this guy up from the moment I arrived. She had said how handsome and smart and what a sweet boy. She had said that she had wished for the longest time that he would get together with her assistant, Alicia, who, to the best of my knowledge, is married and also is about the mousiest thing I have encountered. I could send her flying with one flick of a finger. I think he’s kind of handsome. I wouldn’t vote for him over Harrison Ford, say, and for that matter I might not vote for him over Lincoln Preston, who I loved in high school. And yet, he’s the kind of man who has this air about him, really, pheromones I think they’re called, little chemical critters that make a dust mote look big, and yet they are some kind of powerful these pheromones, especially the kind this guy has that seem to say sex, sex, sex. People have said that I have quite a case of these pheromones myself, and I could feel my pores exuding that intangible scent as we stood side by side and watched Quee muscle Ruthie back into the house with the promise of a double martini and a full body massage. It was like a scene in a book, where I thought in that instant he was going to rip my robe from my shoulders and whisper what he wanted to do to me. I’m not saying the exact words even though I should be dead when you hear all of this. The “f” word is not one that comes to me easily in a sexual sense. Now isn’t that peculiar. It seems to me that might merit an academic study. Who can and who can’t. Now for example I can say, “Oh, fuck, I burned up the dinner,” or I might read an article about somebody in politics or somebody in academics like somebody I know and say, “What a fuck-up,” but when it gets right down to the nitty-gritty, when it’s time to tango, I can’t say it. I have to like say, “Do it” or “You know.” Well, maybe they don’t know; I think that’s a big problem out there in our society, all these people who think they do know, only they don’t know. And here was this good-looking handyman standing before me, and I just knew that he was going to turn suddenly and take me, take me, take me. He was building up to it. He asked me if I had anything to drink, which of course I don’t. I am someone who gave up liquor and I told him so.


  “You don’t like it?”


  “No, I do like it,” I said. “I like it too much. And I’m quite good at drinking it, better than most I’d say.”


  “Alcoholic?” For somebody who had been so quiet he was all of a sudden busting at the seams with things to say.


  “No. But I coulda been, so I decided to beat the odds,” I told him. “I gave it up for Lent.”


  “Catholic?” he asked, and of course I shook my head, and he had to go on and show his smarts by listing others who might be inclined to go for Lent.


  “I don’t know what I am,” I said. “I grew up Methodist, and I like the idea of giving things up.”


  “Better be careful where you say such,” he said, and it took me a minute to get it. When you have lived with somebody who isn’t funny, your joke skills get a little rusty.


  “Ha, ha,” I said. “I believe in a little suffering from time to time, you know, like when you run until you think your lungs might pop? Or like when you floss your teeth really hard.”


  “You like that, huh?”


  “Maybe I do,” I said, and all the while I felt like he was locking me into something I wasn’t meaning to say. I hope I am dead if anybody hears THIS tape. I think this one might have to be labeled “Guy Lombardo Does Donny and Marie’s Greatest Hits” to be on the safe side. Anyway, then he said: “Well, maybe we can work something out.”


  I said, “Maybe we can,” and I have to say I was feeling a lot like I did in the movies that day and hating myself for it. “So back to where we were, what do you think?”


  “About?”


  “Me! What do you think of me? Now that you’ve seen me, ratty underwear and all, I deserve to hear. Otherwise I’ll tell Quee you were spying on me.” I began talking to him the same way I had talked to Gerald, matter-of-fact and direct. “I’ll file a report of some kind.”


  “I think you’re very pretty.” He smiled when he said this, and I sat down in my little bedroom chair and crossed my legs tightly. I tried to angle myself so that he couldn’t see that I had not shaved my legs in ages. Gerald despises hairy legs, which of course is precisely why they are in this state. “I’ll confess I don’t really like the robe.” He stood there with his chin cupped in his hand while he looked me up and down like I might be some ancient urn.


  Now here, dear tape recorder, and you, whoever you are out there in recorderland, this is where I really screwed up. I mean why didn’t I say in low, guttural Kathleen Turner fashion: “Fine then, baby, I’ll take it off.” But no, I did what I always do and have my whole life, I got my nose out of joint and felt the need to defend myself, to state my case, to persuade him to look at it from my window. “Why? What’s wrong with it? I bought it in Chinatown, and it wasn’t cheap.”


  “It looks a little cheap, though, a little hookerish,” he said and then, as if that wasn’t enough, proceeded to let me knowas if I was interested!!that he really sort of liked that All-American, sweet-girl look, he always had. “No offense,” he said and then, “I’m just not into games.”


  “Oh no? Oh no?” and I realized that I was picking up the same anger I left behind in Washington and was finishing up the job. “Then what was all that about ‘Maybe we could work something out’ when I said I liked some suffering?”


  “It was a joke.” He pulled this innocent-as-all-hell routine and held his hands up in the air as if to ward off blows. “Just something to say.” He breathed out, shoulders dropping. “Look, I’m sorry. I should have left when I started to. I haven’t flirted in a while; the truth is, I really am not interested in flirting or being seduced or any of that.”


  “Like I am?” I was screaming by now, you can just imagine how pissed I was. “Why would I want to pick up some two-bit odd-job redneck? Who’s coming on to who, Buddy?”


  “Well, think about it, and you tell me. And you don’t even know me. I’m not some redneck sent to serve your fat ass. I’m not a redneck!” He placed his hand on his chest and stepped back. “Man, are you crazy. You’re as crazy as Quee said you were. That’s one lucky husband left to himself.”


  I froze. I literally froze. The blood stopped running, and I turned my back completely on him so that he wouldn’t see how humiliated I felt. I hadn’t felt so humiliated since my wedding night, when Gerald informed me that he felt he could get used to my being so flatchested, that on his list of what he wanted in a woman it wasn’t the only one I failed (he said the others were that I didn’t like to drink cognac in front of a fire while he read aloud to me from his own work). I told him that somebody who chooses not to drink alcohol would not up and start slugging cognac, that nobody in his right mind would sit in front of a roaring fire in Virginia in July, and that his work was often too difficult for me to follow in the air, I preferred to read it for myself. On the day I left, I told him that his shit work was boring as hell, that it was almost as boring as he was, that it is so boring, somebody could sell it out as sleeping medication. And of course, being a know-it-all who had to get the last word, he told me that he had always found my body so unattractive, that dealing with my breasts was kind of like gnawing on a bone some other dog got to first (he said this in what he thought was a rugged kind of cowboy voice but really sounded like Liberace having a tantrum). He said that he had always planned to buy me some lovely big breasts. I told him to buy himself some, that it seemed to me he might be much better suited to the transexual life.


  “I’m sorry.” Tom was right up near me then, but boy there was not a pheromone in the place. The pheromones just up and damn croaked. Where have all the pheromones gone, long time passing? They were out of there. And I’ll tell you right now, you whoever, archaeologist, visitor from another planet, museum curator, local cop, my butt is NOT that big. It looks bigger than it actually is.


  “Quee never said you were crazy. Really.” I didn’t answer him, just stared at that old muddy brogan of his that probably was about the size of what my brogan would be if I had a brogan. “She told me what happened to you, that’s all. I’m sorry, really.” I just shrugged, because what else in the hell can you do. I planned to say nothing, but then it was like I snappedit’s like the absence of pheromones sent me. I said, “Fuck you, you fucked-up fucker.” I said it several times, again and again and now it was his turn to stand there like a drainpipe. He let me finish, he let my breath slow back down; he didn’t even tell me that during all of this my robe had slid open and I was standing there flashing him.


  “Do you need a thesaurus?” he asked, reached and pulled my robe back up around me. When I made no move at all, he retied my belt and then stepped back several feet. He waited, eyebrows still raised with the question. All of a sudden I felt kind of good, like I’d up and let all of this bad stuff out of me. I felt lifted, unburdened. I thought of what a thesaurus might say. “Fornicate you, you fornicated-up fornicator.”


  He laughed.


  “Copulate you.”


  “Sure,” he said. I’m telling you that there are more pheromones to be found in one pore on that perfect face than Gerald could get if he was able to buy some at the Dollar Store. “Truce?” he asked then, and I nodded. I let him kiss my hand like I might have been the Queen Mother. Then he turned and told me he’d be back the next day to finish my shelves, that he’d be sure to knock first. Now maybe I’m reading too much into this, but it seems to me that he really lingered over kissing my hand. I think he was really attracted to me, and I wish you could talk, you old tape recorder, and give me some kind of opinion. I mean, would I be jumping right from the fire into the pan? I mean, I don’t even know this guy, and here I was getting all worked up, you know? I mean, I don’t know if that’s normal, and I wish I did, seeing as how I’m going into the business of what’s normal and what isn’t. Oh, but Lordy, it was something to behold.


  I felt the pheromones resurrecting. Immediately, all over the room they were springing back, crying out Let me live, let me live! Let me do those things you said. And I think maybe he felt it too, because when he walked out into the yard he walked right through the sprinkler, held his arms out and let himself get a nice long spray before climbing into his truck and giving his dog a great big kiss. I would swear that he was looking up at my window as he pulled off, and I know that he’ll be back; he said he would. Now as a professional, I just don’t know what I’ll do about this. As a woman I have a few ideas. But for now I’ve got to go finish listening to Quee. Later when I talk to you, I’m going to tell all about some of my therapy techniques that I have developed; there’s the jigsaw test and the battery of tests I think of as the Flora and Fauna of the Mental Landscape. But tonight we are going to rehearse my future speech that will target the impotence that comes to many male smokers. She says she has worked weeks on the ceramic learning aids to illustrate what happens. Lord, these must be some dim bulbs I’m working with if they can’t imagine what a limp one might look like.




End of sample
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