
      
      
         
            
            
         
      
      
   
      
         
         
         
            
            TWO SHADES OF MORNING

            
            

            
            by

            
            
            Janice Daugharty

            
            

            

            
            SMASHWORDS EDITION

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         

         

         
         PUBLISHED BY:

         
         
         Janice Daugharty on Smashwords

         
         

         

         
         Two Shades of Morning

         
         
         Copyright © 2009 by Janice Daugharty

         
         

         
         Cover art by Stephanie Whilden

         
         
         
         
         All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

         
         

         
         This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

         
         

         
         
         
         Smashwords Edition License Notes

         
         
         This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author’s work.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         “Fans will rejoice to see Daugharty do what she does best: showcase one character, setting her off against a thousand daily details, like a diamond nestled in the shards of lesser gems.” USA Today, of Like a Sister.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            * * * * *

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         Contents

         
         
         
         
         
            
            PART ONE

            
            
            Chapter 1

            
            
            Chapter 2

            
            
            Chapter 3

            
            
            Chapter 4

            
            

            
            PART TWO

            
            
            Chapter 5

            
            
            Chapter 6

            
            
            Chapter 7

            
            

            
            PART THREE

            
            
            Chapter 8

            
            
            Chapter 9

            
            
            Chapter 10

            
            
            Chapter 11

            
            
            Chapter 12

            
            

            
            PART FOUR

            
            
            Chapter 13

            
            
            Chapter 14

            
            
            Chapter 15

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         PART ONE

         
         

         

         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 1

         
         
         
         
         Nobody ever believed much about Sibyl Sharpe, least of all that she would die, and yet death is the first thing I heard about her. “Little Robert Dale Sharpe’s marrying a gal from Orlando they say ain’t got long to live. Some kind of rare blood cancer.” That was the talk at the post office, and from that day on, I was hooked on the mystery of her death—so young and alive and dying.

         
         
         “Why would a stropping young man get mixed up with somebody about to die?” they said.

         
         
         I expected an invalid, simpering and wan, an ephemeral wraith who would languish on the sick cot in the old farmhouse next door, while Miss Lettie, Robert Dale’s spinster sister, did her best to see to the poor thing’s needs. But, as it turned out, Miss Lettie got one whiff of her fancy sister-in-law’s perfume and took off to live in Tallahassee so she could be close to her mama in the nursing home. They said. And before her scored tracks could be swept by the spring rains, they were bulldozed to Bony Branch with the house. Not a nail remained on the raped plot and only a scattering of choice oaks. Even the pecan orchard, which had kept Miss Lettie in pocket change, smoldered in the century-old rubble that took a good three weeks to burn out.

         
         
         From the window of my and P.W.’s mobile home, I got my first look at Sibyl. She was standing on the yard-turned-lot with a silk turquoise scarf billowing from her neck. She wore a white leather jacket and brown ski pants—ski pants were trickling into fashion in Little Town in sixty-four, though we rarely saw snow in North Florida. Seeing her so lithe and confident in those pants made me self-conscious of my plump thighs and my childish zeal over the one snow I’d witnessed in my nineteen years. Snow wouldn’t faze her. Sibyl Sharpe had class if she had a dime.

         
         
         I wasn’t jealous, then; that came later. Then, I just watched her out of curiosity. I could tell right off that she was a few years older than Robert Dale—a flaw! Not that I was looking for flaws at the time, but I discovered them, and I was glad. Maybe, at first, I was a little miffed at what I considered the absent razing of a seasoned house and grove, an accumulation of emotional relics. I’d always been close to Miss Lettie and her mama, and it seemed that those two old porch-sitters had been bulldozed to Bony Branch along with their precious jars of blackberry jam.

         
         
         After parading about the lot, Sibyl got into Robert Dale’s pieced-together pickup and juddered up the sandy road, and I went back to watching Phil Donnahue.

         
         
         One morning down and two hundred to go, give or take a day, watching Sibyl.

         
         
         The next morning, she came again, this time tooling along the road in a sporty red Cadillac convertible. I hung my last towel on the clothesline, watching her from beneath my arm. I could feel the eyes of my elderly neighbors watching too. As far as I knew, none of them had ever seen a new convertible in Little Town either.

         
         
         Sibyl parked in the shade on the ramp between lots and slid out with a white note pad. Alternately writing and glancing about her lot, she leaned against the car, then hoisted herself onto the hood with an air of having been born accustomed to fine things. Her back was to us—it always was, even later when she faced us.

         
         
         Her lot was first on our dirt road, branching off the main highway leading into Little Town, right at the city limits sign. Though Little Town was no city: we had one grocery store, a public school, a courthouse, a post office, a new service station, three churches and a street light set to blink on red at the main intersection. Little Town, the county seat of Monroe County, one of many hamlets scratched out of flatwoods on the Georgia/Florida line, growing then, but not grown, or so it seemed in that decade of promised growth. As time passed, I learned that the town had been grown then but I had not.

         
         
         Over the next few months, I watched what Sibyl had sketched materialize. Brought up to detest extravagance, I was relieved to see a shell-home construction crew lay the foundation for a three-bedroom house. How much can you lavish on such a basic house? Well, when the sides rose above the average roofline, I decided Sibyl’s house was MODERN HOMES’ number-three model, top of the line. And although the house was beyond mine and P.W.’s means, it still seemed within reason. I’d heard that Robert Dale had made a decent profit on his tobacco crop the year before, the market looked good for the coming season, and credit was cheap. But soon it was clear that Sibyl had set her sights on a two-story house—model number-three modified—the only upstairs house in Monroe County space was where plentiful and people were scarce.

         
         
         So, the house grew between the old oaks, imposing and new, but still a featureless shell, incongruous in its surround of renovated mill houses and our mobile home, backdropped by woods and fields. Come spring, the smell of paint covered the wisteria festooning the oaks, and Sibyl and Robert Dale moved in. Almost every day for two weeks, big trucks from companies we’d seen advertised on tv brought rounds of furnishings: appliances, furniture, pictures, lamps and rugs. And sometimes the trucks would haul off saggy padded chairs and heavy dressers and chests, which Robert Dale and Mae, one of his Negro field hands, had lugged in only the week before. According to Mae, Sibyl couldn’t lift anything because of her condition. “She look fine to me,” Mae added, suspicious but proud to be rescued from the fields to work as a maid and privy to tidbits of gossip with which to tempt us. Aunt Birdie—not my real aunt—at the farthest reach of the road, across from Mama and Daddy, was first in the neighborhood to pay our fancy neighbor a visit.

         
         
         On that warm and windy March afternoon, she came hobbling up the dirt road with a jar of mayhaw jelly and stopped by to get me. She’d pressed the collar of her blue-print housedress, and I could tell she hoped to look merely presentable, without making a statement, which she doubtless would end up stating anyway. She was as curious about Sibyl as anybody else and acted mad at the world because she’d let her mind seduce her body into something so trifling. “I got things to do waiting on me at the house,” she said.

         
         
         I slipped on a wrap-around skirt and caught up with her, already limping along the road toward the stark white house. Pain from her bunions showed on her face, and the bunions showed through snips in her canvas shoes, which she called tennises. “A little housewarming present,” she said, justifying the jar of mayhaw jelly clutched to her bosom. Working her freckled lips, she spewed snuff juice to a hedge of greening dog fennels.

         
         
         “I guess I oughta get them something.” The wind filled my skirt, exposing my plump knees. If I didn’t hold it closed, she’d try to sew a snap on the opening.

         
         
         “Next thing you know,” she said, “Little Robert Dale and his old lady’ll be in abathing in the backyard.” She laughed, her seething brown eyes settling on me. “How in the world you reckon Little Robert Dale’s gone come up with the cash money for all them fancy doings?”

         
         
         “He did all right on his tobacco last year, Aunt Birdie.”

         
         
         “Looks to me like he better go to doing better than awright.”

         
         
         I wouldn’t have argued with her old-fashioned notions about money even if I’d disagreed. Nobody argued with Aunt Birdie. “Lil ole gal was probably pore as a church mice, coming up.” She ducked to spit. “Got holt of a little money and went to putting on airs.”

         
         
         “Aunt Birdie, that ain’t no way to talk about somebody dying of cancer.”

         
         
         “You think you’re not dying? or me? your mama and daddy?” With her meeting freckles and faded red hair, she looked smithed of rusty iron.

         
         
         Heading across the shady yard, we saw one of Robert Dale’s Negro field hands setting out roses on the east side of Sibyl’s house. In the center of the rose bed was an oval pool, swirling with gold fish, and a charcoal cat poised on the lip of concrete.

         
         
         “Punk!” called Aunt Birdie. “That you setting out tea roses?”

         
         
         “Yassum, sho is now.” Punk stood and wiped his sharp face on his shirt sleeve.

         
         
         “How come you ain’t out yonder setting out tobaccer?”

         
         
         “Mr. Robert Dale say he want me to do Miss Sibyl’s yards from here on.” He shook potting soil from a plastic bag to the bed.

         
         
         “Well, I be dogged!” Aunt Birdie said. “I bet that’s the first time anybody round here ever bought dirt.”

         
         
         “Yassum, sho is now.” Puck grabbed a chunk of concrete and hurled it at the cat. It spirited away in the paisely shadows of the oaks.

         
         
         “That your housecat, Punk?” asked Aunt Birdie.

         
         
         “Huh! Ain’t none of mine,” he snorted. “Belong to Miss Sibyl.”

         
         
         “Don’t she know them lil ole shiners won’t last till the sun goes down with that cat?”

         
         
         “Yassum, I done and told her. Say she get some more.”

         
         
         Stout and self-satisfied, Aunt Birdie wrung the neck of the jelly jar with her rough hands, gazing off at the house while the leached red bun on her neck released tendrils to the wind.

         
         
         “Let’s go on in, Aunt Birdie,” I said—enough of dissing Miss Sibyl and she in her own front yard.

         
         
         We she sidestepped a sprinkler whirling switches of water to a nearby plot thriving with fuchsia azaleas. The air smelled of rich loamy soil. My own wild yard, in which I’d wrangled with Bermuda grass for a path, now seemed what it was—a fenced-off corner of cow pasture. P.W. had bragged that I wasn’t about to let a “lil ole bunch of Bermuda grass” whip me. But next to Sibyl’s progress, my efforts seemed trivial; my one year of hacking at the network of roots wouldn’t have amounted to a week’s work for Punk and the bulldozer. Sprigged centipede snaked around Sibyl’s oaks. Before, my yard had been pretty enough, even with P.W.’s junk-car lot in my back yard. Classics, he called them. “Just give ‘em a few years and they’ll be worth a fortune.” His prize find was a cream-colored forty-eight Ford convertible he’d bought from Emmet Moore in Little Town. Already, bullous vines were creeping over the fenders and choking the rubberless wheel rims.

         
         
         For the first time in my life, I felt ridiculous. Again, not jealous, not then, and not as curious as confused. Robert Dale and P.W. both farmed, growing what they could on land handed down from generation to generation, as well as rented tobacco acreage. Until that summer, they had shared equipment and tobacco crops, which meant hard work, hasty gathering and curing at its peak. Not much chance of getting rich in farming, except relatively.

         
         
         Any boy worth his grits worked back then, from the time he got old enough to see over the steering wheel of a tractor. Before that, he was sent to the fields with a hoe. Education was secondary; a boy didn’t need a diploma to plow the south forty or to lug a bucket of gum from the turpentine woods. Dropping out of school, on the other hand, wasn’t the thing to do either. It was good if he could handle both, better still if he could add a few basketball trophies to the case at the school house.

         
         
         Nothing was required of a girl, except that she be cute and virtuous and learn to cook. All in preparation for marriage; nursing or teaching were alternatives if she didn’t find her mate by high school graduation day.

         
         
         From the very first, P.W. and Robert Dale had clicked, and all through high school, you seldom saw one without the other. If they competed, it was never to impress. A new shotgun or rifle was the extent of their squandering, and they shared those guns, shared their trucks, tools, labor, even me. It’s easier to remember when I started with P.W. than with Robert Dale. With Robert Dale there was no start, just a continuous drifting current from birth. Aunt Birdie and Mama would wander up the road to the curve to visit with Miss Lettie and Miss Avie Nell, Robert Dale’s mama, and I’d play with him. There was no beginning, as there usually isn’t with families who live in the same place all their lives—they inherit one another.

         
         
         “You mark my word, them two’ll wind up married one day,” Miss Lettie would say on the front porch while watching me and Robert Dale dig for treasures in the foot-tracked dirt yard.

         
         
         “Could be,” Aunt Birdie would say back; and Mama, planted in one of the rockers, would change the subject because marriage implied sex.

         
         
         I was always half-listening; he never seemed to listen at all. At home, I’d overheard Mama telling Aunt Birdie that Robert Dale was slow because he’d been born while Miss Avie Nell was going through the change. And the word “change,” in that context, struck me as ironically static: Miss Avie Nell, delicate and pensive, barely moved her lips when she spoke, her cultured voice throwing no farther than the edge of the high-floored porch.

         
         
         I had also heard Aunt Birdie call Big Robert Dale “a rounder,” but I knew what that meant from the way she whispered behind her hand. He seemed younger than Miss Avie Nell, not only because he looked younger: he was tough and tall and there was something profoundly romantic about his swagger and reputation. His dark eyes were inset and hardened by straight black brows that grew from the jut of his deep forehead. His hair was black too, and Miss Avie Nell’s was feathery gray, done up in a bun on her nape. She was smooth and birdlike, elegantly smoking in a wooden slat chaise longue. (The other women were never without a pan of peas to shell or sewing in their laps, but she reclined like an old queen.) The odd pair didn’t fit, seemed mad with one another, and from what was said, I got the impression that whatever had happened to unpair them had happened after Little Robert Dale—junior—was born.

         
         
         Big Robert Dale, a successful farmer and turpentine man, was jaded on whiskey, women and work, Miss Avie Nell resigned. Over the years I must have pondered a million times how it all connected, how Little Robert Dale came out of that stale union. A softer version of his deceased daddy, Robert Dale resembled him enough to have earned the name. He never said a word, never did a thing to make me think he was deprived, but I always thought of him as unwanted in that weird family, handed-down child to the virgin Lettie.

         
         
         And then there was P.W., who came along the summer I turned eight. We met at the Twin Lakes 4-H Camp, twenty miles from home that felt like two-hundred. I was homesick and weary of wet swimsuits on concrete cottage floors, of bunk sleeping, of run-on parties and staying up, of gorging on potato chips from the mess hall venders, and the strict routine of daily craft classes—how to repair electrical cords on lamps and floor fans.

         
         
         Mary Lou, my latest best friend, told me that P.W. Watson—that little sandy-headed boy—wanted to go with me, had sent her straight away to tell. Then, smothering giggles, she handed me a note from Robert Dale, in which he said basically the same thing. I didn’t know Robert Dale and I weren’t going together. We always went together everywhere; Daddy had even driven the two of us to camp, instead of sending us with the county agent.

         
         
         But P.W. was cuter—clear blonde hair sheared high above molded ears, his scalp, silvery, shining through. He wore different colors of the same striped shirts, knit shrinking from the waist of his khaki shorts. He sweated even while he swam, moisture beads popping on his thorny scalp; he could dog-paddle without ever ducking his head. At nightly socials, in the open pavilion on the lake, all the girls tried to dance with him, but grinning with his teeth too big for his chubby pink face, he would stick close to me. I would stagger dances between him and Robert Dale and sit between them on the sandy shore during vespers while the sun set over the wind-shirred water—I swear I loved them both!—and there was no tug between us. But by Friday of the second week, I didn’t want to ride home with Mama and Daddy and Aunt Birdie, who had driven over to pick me and Robert Dale up. I pitched a fit and rode back with the county agent to be near P.W. So did Robert Dale.

         
         
         “Scat!” Punk shouted, and the cat streaked toward the house. Aunt Birdie and I were on the front porch, brushing our feet on a raised-daisy mat.

         
         
         “That white’ll shore show up dirt,” she said, fingering the clapboards by the door. “Just wait till the wind goes to flirting up that plowed dirt out yonder.” That said, she rapped on the door.

         
         
         I straightened my skirt; at least it was clean. “She’s got her radio running and can’t hear.” Aunt Birdie knocked again, mumbling, “If she wants it, she better come on.” Then she hollered to Punk, “Ain’t she home?”

         
         
         “Yassum,” he said. “She don’t answer though, less you rings the doorbell.”

         
         
         I pressed the lighted tab on the door frame and chimes traveled inside like a handheld music box.

         
         
         The door opened almost immediately and there stood Sibyl. Taller, up close, and darker, with hazelnut eyes and golden hair (not falsely brash, but tinted) and a shaped-clay face that loomed like the moon. Smooth, thick skin, the kind that looks permanently tanned. Coral lipstick, her only makeup, whitened her scalloped teeth. But it was her eyes, those smirky hazel eyes, that zapped you. And while she zapped us, I searched her for signs of sickness and doubted the rumors about her dying. She looked too healthy, too sure. Sure, maybe, that I was giving her the once-over, and standing there as if she knew she was unique and was used to being scrutinized and her tolerance for scrutiny was one more quality that made her unique. “Well?” she drawled and laughed. And if she hadn’t laughed, I might have tried to like her. “I brung you a little jelly,” said Aunt Birdie, “put up last year.” She still held the jelly as she stepped onto the plush white carpet.

         
         
         I brushed my feet again and followed.

         
         
         “I’m Sibyl.” She cocked her head; her hair was swooped into a beehive with topaz pins along the tuck. She was dressed up—too dressed-up not to have been waiting for some of the locals to stop by and gawk.

         
         
         “Birdie Hall.” Aunt Birdie laughed crustily, then added: “Miss Sibyl, huh?” She turned, traipsing back onto the porch, and spat wildly into the hedge of trimmed boxwoods, then traipsed again into the room, wiping her mouth with her handkerchief.

         
         
         Sibyl must have thought Aunt Birdie had changed her mind and was leaving, but I knew the white carpet had prompted her to get rid of her snuff. Also, she had just confirmed her suspicions of Sibyl being pretentious. A dead give-away was Aunt Birdie calling somebody Miss or Mister in that strong tone. “You must be P.W.’s little wife?” Sibyl said to me.

         
         
         “Earlene,” I said, feeling the scour of those hot eyes for the first time. First times, last times stayed with me, but I was never too sensitive about Sibyl, her actions and reactions. I looked about the narrow living room, stunned by the glare of twin chandeliers shimmering on glass. White walls, white floors, white upholstery and mirrors in varied shapes, duplicating the starkness of the room. But still the whole of it seemed rich, and Aunt Birdie and I were poor and plain, the stuff of stale old houses and cheap mobile homes. The luster of new, blending with the fragrance of roses and Sibyl’s sophistication, set me apart like an ottoman set to trip over in the middle of a room. I felt shorter than the little girl I thought I’d left at home when I’d married P.W. the year before. Aunt Birdie’s earthiness balanced the scales for me that day; she would have given Jackie Kennedy pause. She simply checked out the chairs and the angular doodads and paintings—one with ruches of red like blood on black ink scratching—looking up and about with unabashed awe, and exclaimed honestly over what she knew to be a squandering of unaccounted-for money. But she didn’t say that. What she said was, “Little Robert Dale must of struck oil down yonder at Bony Branch.”

         
         
         Sibyl laughed, tipping her head back. “Y’all make a place and set down.”

         
         
         “On this?” said Aunt Birdie, patting the cushion of the curved white sofa.

         
         
         “That’s what it’s for.” Sibyl flashed her fat teeth.

         
         
         I thought of her teeth as expensive, like the leggy ballerina figurine poised next to Aunt Birdie’s red mayhaw jelly on the glass coffee table.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie plopped on the sofa, and I perched next to her blunt knees. I was no longer the prettiest girl in Little Town.

         
         
         Sibyl lit on a velvet chair like a harlequin butterfly and crossed her legs with a gold shoe peeping from the hem of her silky black jumpsuit. Her foot twitched steadily while she talked. At times her voice grew coarse, but she checked it and continued in her lilting drawl, which I supposed represented the cream of middle Florida: all “R” sounds dropped from words, remaining consonants purled and vowels brayed.

         
         
         That afternoon, following tea sipped from bird-bone thin demitasse cups, Sibyl took us on a tour of the house. Aunt Birdie lagged on the stairs, nursing her bunions, and stared down at the polished living room, while Sibyl and I waited on the top landing.

         
         
         “I been after Robert Dale to have y’all over,” she said. “He told me about you all being so close.”

         
         
         “We grew up together,” I said. “He and P.W. are old buddies from way back. Used to work together.”

         
         
         She smiled and said, “Oh yeah!” as though she had suddenly made some important and shocking connection. I didn’t know whether to laugh or leave. “Robert Dale told me all about you,” she added.

         
         
         As Aunt Birdie hobbled alongside, Sibyl took her natural lead, chortling. Aunt Birdie glanced at me, giving only that, a glance, as if to say the cause of my puzzlement didn’t call for a reprimanding stare. A spendthrift hypocrite. Don’t credit her with more. And off she trudged in Sibyl’s footprints, fagged and bored with the final phase of the tour.

         
         
         I tagged behind while Sibyl exhibited more rooms of white. They were furnished like the living room: lead crystal and harsh contemporary paintings, much like a furniture showroom.

         
         
         She perceived my dwindling interest right away; I could see it as our eyes mirrored impressions. I smiled too late to cover it. “Y’all live in that little trailer on the other side of me, right?” she said.

         
         
         “The blue one.” I caught my mistake.

         
         
         “Isn’t it the only one on this road?”

         
         
         “I guess so.”

         
         
         “I don’t see how you stand it.” She dusted the top of a dark cherry bureau with her palm.

         
         
         “They ain’t got no choice till P.W. can get on his feet,” said Aunt Birdie, becoming more apparently disgruntled the longer we stayed.

         
         
         Sibyl smiled condescendingly at Aunt Birdie and a chill stole over me. It was as if she knew something you didn’t or couldn’t know, had some power that rendered you powerless, as if there was only so much and she possessed it all. Never mind the cutdowns; you can’t match them. And I never did.

         
         
         I didn’t know until it was too late, and knowing made no difference anyway, but Sibyl’s power was not in her ingenuity, nor in her unscrupulousness, but in her ingrained ability to confuse.

         
         

         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 2

         
         
         
         
         A slow drizzle set in the next evening and struck up sounds of quarreling among the frogs at Bony Branch. A continuous treble rising like vapors over the swampy woods behind our mobile home.

         
         
         P.W. and I had been summonsed to dinner at Sibyl’s. Dinner was midday for us, and we stood gaping out the kitchen door after Mae had delivered her mistress’s message—”Miss Sibyl say be there at seven tonight, and she don’t mean eight neither.” Dodging mud holes in my yard, she tramped back toward the tall white house softened by smoky drapes of Spanish moss.

         
         
         P.W. ducked inside and headed for his recliner, which served as a divider between our living room and kitchen. “You reckon Her-highness thinks we just gone drop what we doing and run right over?” he said.

         
         
         Earlier, expecting a full afternoon of rain, he had left his tractor in his Daddy’s tobacco patch and rushed home to make love, and we’d started too soon, were sated before the drizzle even set in. Now we were both feeling mellow and drained, looking forward to sleeping to the pitter of rain on the metal roof. “I don’t know who she thinks she is,” he said, “bossing people around.”

         
         
          “Who does she think she is!” I laughed and sat on the arm of his chair for him to scratch my back; his hand went up automatically, scratching under my t-shirt as he gazed off. “You haven’t met Sibyl yet!” I said. “But we have to go; Robert Dale will be hurt if we don’t.”

         
         
         “Close as me and him’s been, you’d think he’d of brung her by before now. Just up and married out of the clear blue! Not a word to nobody but Miss Lettie—saying he was in love, or some such—but even she didn’t figure on him jumping the gun that quick.” He dropped his hand from my back. “Way I see it we don’t owe him nothing.”

         
         
         I got up and went to the kitchen for a drink of water. “Let’s don’t be too hard on him, P.W. He was probably afraid people around Little Town wouldn’t know how to take her. She’s different.” I didn’t know why but suddenly I wanted to go. Maybe I didn’t want to cook, maybe I was curious about P.W.’s reaction. His instincts were sharp as an Indian’s.

         
         
         “Well, still looks to me like he’d of broke the news before he brung her home.” His blue eyes looked brighter in his blistered face. “Course, he ain’t never mentioned no girl since I took you off his hands.”

         
         
         I laughed and flicked water at him, then stared out the kitchen window at the woods where dark started.

         
         
         “I ain’t kidding, sugar,” he said, “I do think he was crazy about you.”

         
         
         “No, he was not!” I hated it when P.W. turned serious. “We were friends, that’s all, probably cause y’all were.” “You sure that’s all they was to it?” He lunged and yanked up my shirt tail on my naked butt as I headed for the bedroom to get dressed.

         
         
         P.W. was really too smug in himself to suspect that I had seriously considered marrying Robert Dale. Probably wouldn’t have bothered him anyway. But I kept it to myself, believing that telling might hurt P.W.’s ego, or somehow diminish what I’d had with his best friend. Robert Dale and I had just faded, like a powdery prom corsage pressed in a book with only its colors memorized. And whatever had been among the three of us—call it friendship, call it love—ended when P.W. and I got married.

         
         
         As for Robert Dale not having brought his new bride over, that didn’t seem at all strange to me. Folks in Monroe County had little patience with formalities. If someone was born or died, folks came. They went to weddings and church and baptisms on the Withlacoochee River, to reunions and basketball games, and any other goings-on at the same high school they’d graduated from for half a century. Carting one’s bride house to house was unnecessary: Monroe Countians figured they’d meet her soon and often in the course of the long marriage. Golden wedding anniversaries were big in our little town.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         I dressed up that night. My best pink a-line knit and black pumps. My fake pearls, I took off, then put them on again. Pleased with how I looked and Sibyl bedamned. Glad that my hair curved smoothly from a side part. Usually, in wet weather, it frizzed. We walked up the road in the dark rain, latched to one another with P.W.’s jacket over our heads. Matching strides and cozy in the peal of frogs, we shared breath with his head bent to mine. I was shorter by half a foot, but we fit like lovers chiseled into the same stone. His hand kept riding to my breast from our crisscross of arms. I shrugged it away, giggling in the hypnotic beat of rain on his jacket, and we kissed without once breaking stride.

         
         
         “Let’s don’t go,” he whispered.

         
         
         “We got to.” I squeezed him, his stocky body fleshy-warm.

         
         
         “Ain’t no law says so.” He lifted me so that my feet cleared a puddle.

         
         
         “P.W., don’t!” I squealed. “We’re almost at the door.”

         
         
         “We can turn around right now if I say so.”

         
         
         We might have too. P.W. was like that; he never did what he was supposed to and I never cared. I would have followed him home, just as I followed him duck hunting and to see his mama and daddy, even though I hated going. He went to church with me on Sundays and I knew he liked to sleep late.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Robert Dale opened the door and Sibyl’s easy-listening music ghosted around his lanky body. He looked odd against that backdrop of white and glass, like a deer tipping in a whatnot shop. He smiled, his lips patchy-pale, and I thought about him smiling like that at our Beta Club convention in Atlanta. Not really putting on, but stiff because the occasion called for formal. Was he nervous about whether Sibyl would like us? I hated to think of him that uptight all the time. He hugged me, pumped P.W.’s hand, all of us saying what we always said—just tripe—but guarded, definitely guarded tripe. Naturally, he’d be worried about us accepting Sibyl—who could blame him? She was as different as hot from cold, as day from night—I could come up with a thousand opposites.

         
         
         “What you been up to?” Robert Dale said to P.W.

         
         
         P.W. beamed, his blue eyes stretched, and I could tell he was just as impressed and confused about the house as I’d been yesterday. Then they became strangers, trying out grown-men talk. The scent of roses came first into the room, then the augering timbre of Sibyl’s voice. I’d always thought of rose perfumes as cheap but powerful, quickly growing stale, and decided to test the fact on her.

         
         
         “I thought I heard y’all come in.” She clipped on a great gold earring and tossed her head, her neck-length gold hair separating in strands of unset waves, as if she’d shampooed and let it dry naturally. Another mark against her.

         
         
         “You’ve met my wife, haven’t you, Earlene?” Robert Dale turned to the stereo console and started reading the cover of a record album. You had to know him as P.W. and I did to know he needed a break from that wearing-down smile and that shopping-mall music.

         
         
         “We met yesterday,” I said.

         
         
         “Well, don’t you look precious!” said Sibyl and tugged my left sleeve. Then she smiled at P.W., dismissing me. “Isn’t anybody gone introduce me?” she said, and laughter glimmered in the room where rain was only wetness on our clothes. “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “This is my husband, P.W.” And while she stepped up her act, I checked her again for signs of cancer: her eyes were a bit drowsy, but her snappy mannerisms concealed any weakness.

         
         
         “Did you offer everybody a drink?” she asked Robert Dale.

         
         
         “Not yet,” he mumbled, still with his back to us.

         
         
         “You’ll just have to overlook Robert Dale’s bad manners,” she said.

         
         
         “Anybody want one?” Robert Dale turned, grinning slyly—same grin as when we were children, smoking behind his house.

         
         
         Next to the console stereo was a blonde credenza with several bottles of liquor displayed. No wonder Robert Dale was so miserable! Men in our neck of the woods drank—lots of them drank a lot—but they didn’t keep it in the house, and they never offered it to their women.

         
         
         “Believe I’ll take a Bud,” P.W. said, sly too, daring me with a guilty grin. I shook my head at P.W.; his neck looked shrunk. Mama would have died if she’d known either had asked me.

         
         
         “I’ll have white wine,” Sibyl said, unfazed as she would be in snow.

         
         
         Baptist or not, I wished I drank.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         During supper, little things kept popping up to tick Sibyl off with Robert Dale. With each new episode—say, him slouching in his chair, or setting his water glass down too hard (Sibyl didn’t serve iced tea like everybody else)—I would think that now, having corrected him, she might get on with being civil. But halfway through the meal, I decided they must have been arguing before we came and wished we’d waited a while longer before butting in.

         
         
         Always pale, Robert Dale’s face turned blotchy-red, a marbled effect. Sometimes he would snap back at Sibyl, or gesture proudly—yes, proudly!—for us to ignore the little woman. So strange: he kept smiling and acting amused with her, amused with himself for having her. And yet he was weary, slightly haggard, no good at the game. I felt myself wearing down with him. My shoulders ached. But, to my surprise, P.W. was having a good time. He was charming and silly-witty, maybe because he figured the evening was almost gone. If we didn’t leave soon he would fizzle like a recording when the power goes off.

         
         
         When he didn’t fizzle, I felt like slapping that silly grin off his face. But I was relieved too because his silliness got us through one hour of winding spaghetti on forks, coddled with spoons, at Sibyl’s insistence that it was the Italian way to eat “pasta.” Robert Dale’s new blue shirt looked like worms had tracked it with blood. Before dessert, she ushered him off to change into another new shirt—the creases, evidence that it was new, besides he told us.

         
         
         “You shouldn’t tell stuff like that,” she whispered aside in honeyed bleeps. “People’ll think you’re bragging.”

         
         
         “I ain’t bragging,” he laughed, “just telling the truth. I’ve never had no two new shirts at the same time.”

         
         
         I’d had enough of him too. “What kind of cake is this?” I asked Sibyl.

         
         
         “Italian cream,” she said.

         
         
         “It’s real good.”

         
         
         “Thank you. I made it myself; Mae would’ve ruined it if I’d let her bake it.”

         
         
         The cake was absolutely the tallest I’d ever seen without toppling. Ten layers at least, a white column with chopped pecans sprinkled on cream cheese icing. I wondered how she’d got the nuts to stick on the sides.

         
         
         “You got to get this recipe, sugar,” P.W. said, bent over his plate for another fork full.

         
         
         “Okay,” I said.

         
         
         “I don’t give out my recipes.” Sibyl posed with her fork in midair.

         
         
         P.W. wasn’t undone. “I don’t blame you. This one’s too good to just give out; you could made a bundle selling it.”

         
         
         “I wouldn’t sell it either,” she said. “I just make it for special occasions.”

         
         
         She kept eating, candle light reflecting off her square bisque face. The collar tips of her white shirt looked like tiny dove wings on her neck.

         
         
         Cake-incident still fresh as the icing in my mouth, I watched her switch from smiling to near smirking, as she’d done on the stair landing yesterday. She leaned close to Robert Dale and whispered in his ear. His eyes cut from her to me, on the other side of the table. “Remember what you told me...you know?” she hissed. “Can I bring it up now?” He smiled while she whispered, listening with merry dark eyes, first shrugging, then shaking his head.

         
         
         “Oh, well,” she said, sitting back again. Her tawny fingers shimmed on the table, as though in a secret pact with her two selves.

         
         
         The term “changing subjects” took on new meaning for me—I’d never seen anyone so thoroughly change subjects, never been in a situation so changeable. I’d thought I was immune after yesterday.

         
         
         Sibyl acted as if she’d just come into the room and sat down. “Have you found your Easter dress yet?” To me—she was talking to me now.

         
         
         “I haven’t even looked,” I said.

         
         
         “Well, you better get busy. Easter’s two weeks away.

         
         
         “I’m thinking about not getting a new Easter dress this year.” I wished I hadn’t said it before the words had leaked from my lips. I always bought a new Easter dress; everybody in Little Town did. Now, I knew I couldn’t buy one. I felt robbed.

         
         
         “Well, I saw this sweet little lavender cotton at Sears the other day,” she said, watching me as if I might run off with her cake. “I don’t know if you could wear that color, but it’d be real slenderizing on you.”

         
         
         If she hadn’t been dying, I would have slapped her. I had honestly thought that dying people were always on their best behavior, seldom sinned.

         
         
         A welcome housefly buzzed above the cake in the center of the table.

         
         
         “Robert Dale!” Sibyl shrieked. “Get that thing out of my house!” “Where’s the flappet, sugar?” He stood, jarring the table.

         
         
         “Robert Dale!” she chimed with the dishes.

         
         
         P.W. skimmed his hand over the cake and nabbed the fly—”There, I got it!”—and flung it at the wall behind.

         
         
         “A lil ole fly wouldn’t hurt nothing,” said Robert Dale, eating again.

         
         
         “Robert Dale, you know how I feel about insects.” She spoke low, as if that was part of their secret.

         
         
         “Well, I be derned!” said P.W., swabbing at the white tablecloth with his sauce-streaked napkin. “I went and got spaghetti on your good tablecloth.”

         
         
         Was he trying to lure her away from his old buddy, mama-quail style, by turning her on himself?

         
         
         “My grandmother’s tablecloth,” said Sibyl, blowing at her high wan forehead. “No problem, Mr. Bronson can probably get it out.”

         
         
         I could tell that P.W. wasn’t studying Robert Dale and his dilemma, just as I could tell that neither had any idea who Mr. Bronson was. They might have if the drycleaners had been located in the deerwoods, instead of Tallahassee. I knew only because I picked up names quick and made connections. Also, unlike them, I was onto her game, to-the-manor-born, and all that crap. I was relieved to know, then I could avoid her. I could stand her for a night as long as I felt it would end. Then I got curious: how far would Sibyl go with her act? She had to be looking pretty bad to Robert Dale and P.W. by now. As Mama would have said, To be so obvious is to be so crass. I would make her more obvious. I smiled and asked her for a toothpick—”Got a pecan hull between my teeth.” “I don’t buy toothpicks,” she said, “but I have dental floss in the upstairs’ bathroom.” But she said it with such lack of dressing me down that it was hard to grasp. P.W. never did grasp it. Maybe he was high on beer.

         
         
         “Here,” he said, reaching into his shirt pocket, “I got one on me you can borry.” Was he picking at her too?

         
         
         I took the toothpick and propped my elbows on the table, picking crassly.

         
         
         She ignored me. My scalp prickled. I could sense the cogs of her mind turning over new strategies. What did I care? I wouldn’t be bothered with her again. Mama would have said I was rude, but Aunt Birdie would have said Sibyl deserved it for whispering in company. What had they been whispering about?

         
         
         “I’m gonna help out with the dishes,” P.W. said, up and scurrying around the table, stacking her gold-rimmed china like paper plates at a barbecue.

         
         
         “Oh, you don’t need to do that,” she said, rushing behind him. “That’s what I’ve got Mae for.”

         
         
         “No siree!” he said. “I wouldn’t feel right after you working so hard over supper.”

         
         
         She tried to steady the stack of quavering plates. “You really aren’t supposed to,” she said, as if that mattered to P.W. Watkins who had always chewed gum in church, and who had never washed a dish in his life.

         
         
         “I’ll just rinse ‘em off then,” he said, whisking around the Oriental screen that separated kitchen from dining.

         
         
         She trailed. “But I’ve got a dishwasher.” “Y’all got a pretty house here, Robert Dale,” I said, really sorry for him because he looked so out-of-place in his own place.

         
         
         “Thank you, ma’am,” he said—how he always spoke to a lady.

         
         
         Both he and P.W. were gentlemen, by rural standards. Rednecks, true, but redneck gentlemen. And both observed the line drawn between male and female roles: the men brought it home and we cooked it. Simple and primitive, but it worked in Monroe County. The rest of the world would have been appalled at our simplicity. But what did we know of them, or they of us? What we knew of the world would be what Sibyl taught us—she came to represent that other world then, in an odd way. Television was fantasy, Sibyl was real. The threat of the draft hovered like a flock of buzzards, otherwise what was happening in Viet Nam was irrelevant. Sibyl was the closest we would come to change.

         
         
         Slushing along the muddy road home that night, P.W. said that Sibyl was just curious, meaning peculiar in redneck lingo. “Well,” I said, “I feel sorry for Robert Dale.”

         
         
         “She don’t mean nothing by how she acts.”

         
         
         I knew he thought I was jealous by the way he held back what he really thought—what he had to think. “I’m not jealous,” I said, “if that’s what you’re thinking.

         
         
         “I didn’t say you were.” He laughed and pulled me closer under the tent of his jacket. “She ain’t none of our business no how.”

         
         
         “Good! Then we don’t have to see her anymore.”

         
         
         “Won’t Robert Dale be hurt?”

         
         
         “He knows how I feel.”

         
         
         “Did you tell him?” “No,” I said, “he just knows.”

         
         
         “That’s up to you.” He squeezed my waist. “You’re still the prettiest girl in Monroe County.”

         
         
         “I don’t care about that.” I snatched away. “Didn’t you even notice how she did about the dress?”

         
         
         “Dress! What dress?”

         
         
         “My Easter dress.” Again, I wished I hadn’t said anything; maybe I could have bought one after all. I hiked off ahead in the slough of rain.

         
         
         “Don’t go getting mad at me cause you’re mad at her,” he yelled. “I don’t know what’s got into you, but I don’t give a flip about neither one of them.”

         
         
         When we fought during the day, he’d stalk off; at night, he’d walk through fire to keep me from sleeping on the couch. 

         
         
         
         
          * * * *

         
         
         
         
         I washed every dish I could find, cleaned the cupboards and put all the dishes back, anything to keep from thinking. The shag carpet had needed vacuuming for two weeks, so I did that too, glad for the whiny roar of the machine. I picked up a cushion, P.W.’s socks, moved the ottoman from its mangy rim of shag pile. Found a cookbook I’d been looking for under the couch. But my mind kept flitting to Sibyl and her floors and her praying for me, the heathen, and her, the angel, in her gilded heaven where right now new floors were being laid, the inequity of it all, whatever it was. I rammed my foot on the power switch of the cleaner and listened to it die and the sound of trucks next door come alive. Sibyl. I would clean the bathroom, musty with damp towels, and forget her. Let her stay where towels never molded. All she had to look forward to was buying stuff. And dying.

         
         
         “She thinks she can get away with anything because she’s dying,” I said to myself, the rough, undone me in the flower-embossed mirror above the lavatory. I dropped the toilet brush in the middle of the floor and headed out the kitchen door, banging it shut.

         
         
         As I started along the peened blue wall of the trailer, I almost tripped over the yard rake belonging to my next-door neighbor, Miss Lousie. Sweep around your own back door, Aunt Birdie would say. Yes. I picked up the rake and crossed our grass-knitted yards, scolding myself for not taking it back before. How many times had I passed Miss Louise’s house, on my way to Mama’s, and still forgot the rake? I had to get myself together—quit putting off things and neglecting the house. Starting now, I would clean regularly, instead of letting jobs pile up; I’d put Sibyl in her place and forget she was there; and I’d break my childish habit of noon walks to the end of the road where I always ate dinner at Mama’s or Aunt Birdie’s.

         
         
         “Miss Louise?” I called, halting at her carport door.

         
         
         “Come on in,” she hooted and scuffed to the television set and cut the volume on “Search for Tomorrow.” On any given weekday, the slow grating melody of the soap’s sound track, coming from all the look-alike houses, would converge along the dirt road.

         
         
         I scraped the tines of the rake on the concrete floor so she’d think I hadn’t heard; she was secretly hooked on soap operas, like everybody else, except Aunt Birdie. On Sundays, our preacher would preach against the soaps, and by Monday, all of my elderly neighbors would be hard at it again. I hadn’t got started yet, but I was considering taking it up. Maybe help to break some of my other bad habits—roaming the road, eating between meals, and sleeping till ten in the morning. And I could sew while I watched the stories.

         
         
         “There you are,” Miss Louise said, appearing behind the screen door. She wiped her hands on her apron and pushed the door open for me to come in. “I thought I heard somebody.”

         
         
         “I don’t have but a minute, Miss Louise, but I thought I’d bring back your rake.” I leaned it against the outside wall by the doorsteps.

         
         
         “You don’t have to be in a hurry,” she said.

         
         
         “I’ve had it going on two months,” I said then caught on that she hadn’t meant no hurry about bringing back the rake but about visiting. “You can take a minute to come in and visit with me before going on to your mama’s.” She passed through the spanking yellow kitchen to the narrow den where the TV screen was dimming to a speck of light.

         
         
         “I was just fixing to start on a dress for June Lee,” she said, patting a stack of cut-out fabric layered with tissue patterns.

         
         
         “How’s she liking her new job at the bank?”

         
         
         “She’s getting the hang of it.” Miss Louise fluffed the back of her blue-gray hair where it had matted from the recliner headrest. The orange corduroy chair was imprinted in the shape of her long slender body.

         
         
         “I haven’t seen June in I don’t know when,” I said and sat on the sofa next to Miss Louise, both of us looking at June Lee’s

         
         
         graduation picture on the mantel shelf.

         
         
         We’d been friends in school but never really close; I was popular and pretty and she was bookish and plain. Her elaborately framed glasses overpowered her heart-shaped face and made her keen features recede. Well, at least she’d landed a secretary job in Tallahassee. Now, we had less in common than ever. Still we tried; she wrote to me and sometimes I wrote back.

         
         
         “Have you been to see Little Robert Dale’s new house yet?” asked Miss Louise.

         
         
         “Yes’um, Aunt Birdie and I did the other day.”

         
         
         “I bet it’s a sight.”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um, it is.”

         
         
         “Me and Eloise and Lavenia’s been talking about giving them a little housewarming. What do you think?”

         
         
         “That would be sweet,” I said, trying to imagine my three elderly neighbors tottering over there with their gifts of crochet. I couldn’t picture a platter-sized starched and fluted doily on Sibyl’s dining table. Miss Louise’s specialty. Everybody in Little Town ordered her crochet handiwork for Christmas presents: Christmas tree ornaments of angels and bells, stiff and paper thin, even valances for doors. Not a house in Little Town was without one of her valances on the back door, except Sibyl’s. “Y’all think about it,” I said, “and I’ll be glad to help out.” I figured they probably wouldn’t do a party for Sibyl because, in spite of their neighborliness and their narrow views of the world, they’d understand that Sibyl was like a character on one of their soaps, to be observed, purely for entertainment.

         
         
         “Tell your mama and daddy hello for me,” she said, seeing me out the door.

         
         
         I felt cross with her for knowing I’d go to Mama’s, but already I was strolling west toward the house where I’d grown up. Across the road, Miss Eloise vanished around the side of her house and ducked back to wave.

         
         
         “How’re you, Miss Eloise?” I called.

         
         
         “Fine, honey, how’re you?” she called, sprinting before I could answer.

         
         
         I fully expected her to send hellos to Mama and Daddy, too, and looked for Miss Lavenia, next door to Miss Eloise, to pop from her house with the same message. How could I expect them not to see me on daily walks to Mama’s? I’d been doing it every day for a year. They probably timed their soap operas by my passing.

         
         
         No doubt they were bored since their children had grown up and moved away and they’d retired to their transplanted mill houses. Having cleared their lots of old farm houses in the fifties, they’d replaced them with those four-room square, wood frame mill houses bought from the cotton mill camp, across Walton Creek, north of Little Town. The cotton business had fazed out in the farming areas in the past twenty-five years, and the mill shut down. The campsite remained a bare-dirt monument to the only industry allowed or desiring to locate in Monroe County.

         
         
         I could hardly remember those two-generational farm houses, which had been taken down board by board and stored under sheds, except for the wayfarer rooms blocking off one end of the six-rocker front porches. But I knew the houses had been similar to the Sharp house. Built in the mid-eighteen hundreds, the farm houses had been designed to accommodate wayfarers, who needed a spot to drop their packs and stay the night. A single door to the wayfarer rooms, opening suspiciously to the porch only, permitted them access to the road that had brought them. The following morning they would leave—with or without their breakfast grits, depending upon their host’s invitation, or absence of, which was determined by the overall impression of the drifter: mean eyes, a scar, mumbling (especially in a Yankee accent), how early the drifter rose. Hospitality had been extended when the wayfarer got there with the understanding that it could be withdrawn if he turned out to be a freeloader. Regardless, scriptural charity had been served.

         
         
         Sometimes it seemed that the warm manners of those old southern families had been stored with the lumber from their farm houses, as if they’d retired them to accommodate a new age. And yet they still gave. I later learned how unstintingly they gave.

         
         
         Those new houses came to resemble the people who lived in them. This new style of living represented their retirements, their attempts at self-indulgence. Mr. Sam and Miss Lavenia even invested in a room air conditioner. All had rented out their farms, eating steaks once a month, instead of once a year, and bought new but plain cars without chrome. Now their dream houses, bright-faced with fresh coats of paint, looked drab next to Sibyl’s. Had she built a house to die in, her dream house, like the dream houses of my neighbors?

         
         
         I was still at that stage where I could go to a funeral and leaving the cemetery feel my own untouched newness coursing through my hot body, a breeze on my face—no pain, not even a hangnail—and get high on supper coming up and after that making love. Bold in my own foreverness, that poor soul back there hoisted over his grave, nothing to do with me and mine. My neighbors would die, Mama and Daddy would die, Aunt Birdie would—and then I wouldn’t feel so frisky walking away from their graves. Would Sibyl really die? If she did, so could I.

         
         
         I had to quit hating her, just in case. The business about the dress was petty and I knew it, just as I knew it wasn’t all and maybe not half of what it portended. Aunt Birdie had some inkling, and if I could get her talking about the dress, she would tell what was on her mind. Besides, I wanted her to side with me, not so much about the dress as what it stood for; she would understand the injustice, how Sibyl had gaffed me. Aunt Birdie wasn’t above a little spitefulness herself.

         
         
         Having always lived across the road, Aunt Birdie was my inherited aunt. The handle of aunt, like the affection, had stuck since the first of countless mustard poultices she’d plastered on my sick-chest. A widow alone, her family was the church and the community—especially me and Mama and Daddy. My high school beauty pageant gown had been sewn by her busy hands, a strapless blue net with flounces of lace. She had stitched a ruffle up on the bust and starched it to stay, to conceal my breasts.

         
         
         “Good girls don’t run around showing theirselfs,” she’d said. “I don’t give a hang what the style is!” I had won the beauty pageant, even with that ruffle up to my chin, more relieved than flattered—I wouldn’t have to compete again. The annual beauty pageant was a project of the Future Homemakers of America, and all Home Economics students were obligated to participate, in club and contest, regardless of their qualifications. Student protests were rewarded by a stiff lecture from the Home Economics teacher, Miss Bohannon. Her bleary-green, insinuating eyes could pierce the toughest hide, leaving no doubt in your own heart that you were not only disloyal to your club but irreverent to the universal role of homemaker, and that you probably preferred spending beauty-contest night smooching in a parked car at the county dump.

         
         
         I felt as though I’d won the contest by default, because the next-to-the-prettiest girl at Monroe County High, Betty Jean Guess, had started her period before the pageant and refused to go on stage. Some of the boys, out there hooting, might see the bulge of her Kotex through five layers of tulle.

         
         
         Foil stars revolved from the stage ceiling on varied lengths of twine. We hoped that the audience could see only glittery, air-spun stars, but we, in our pastel clouds of net, knew the twine was there. The scenic backdrop, tempera globs and strokes of Sunday-school-book blue, green, yellow and red, across a giant scroll of freezer paper, was what it was, up close. (The theme of the pageant was “Stairway to the Stars,” emblazoned in silver glitter on paper taped to the back curtain.) From the rear of the ancient, musty auditorium, red and yellow finger-dots blurred to fields of flowers on palm-swirls of green pastures. The tree trunks, fists of muddy brown, had emerged into the shape of live oaks. We’d been amazed. Up close, on stage, we had to hold on to the vision from a distance to avoid disillusionment.

         
         
         Looking back, I believe I had to hang onto that vision-from-afar of Robert Dale and P.W. or my illusions would have been shattered long before they were.

         
         
         Posted like waiters in a fine restaurant, one on each stairway to the stage, Robert Dale and P.W. ushered the contestants on and off stage. Not only were we exhibited onstage, but between judges’ decisions, we were forced to sit with the audience, straining against a collective gaze. Perched stiffly forward, so the net wouldn’t scrub our backs, we endured the hoots, whistles and jeers from the audience. Elbows out for comfort, and to prevent crushing the octopus orchid on my waist, I could see Mama and Daddy mouthing encouragement to me. Aunt Birdie sat complacently on the other side of Mama, fanning with one of the programs that we, the contestants, had typed and mimeographed.

         
         
         Robert Dale and P.W. posed at the foot of the stairs in identical white sports coats. Hands clasped over their crotches, they wrangled with black bow ties by craning their necks and swayed to the repetitious melody being cranked out on the piano by Miss Effie, our church pianist. Placed in the center at the foot of the stage, the piano tinkled on under her caressing fingers. Her graying chestnut head remained perfectly still as she played sheets and sheets of music for two hours, each piece a rendition of the last, the tinkling swallowed by the hiss and burble of the auditorium.

         
         
         P.W. smiled and winked my way, strutting his stocky chest. I recognized the sneer for the Future Farmers of America, which he had been pressured into representing. He was flushed from the heat, bothered by the crowd, and eager to drive the winner home—either me or Betty Jean, I suspected. At intervals, he would sneak a small black comb from his rear pocket and rake it through his blonde hair. Then glancing my way, he’d smile, mouthing words I couldn’t decipher. He had already said, “You got it, Earlene!” as he’d escorted me down on wobbly high-heels, following the semi-finalists’ presentation.

         
         
         “I don’t want it,” I lied between gritted teeth. I did so want it: after Betty Jean dropped out, only the homely remained. I would never go to school again if I didn’t win.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie had known in advance who would win, and she hadn’t hesitated to say so—not in words though. Mere words couldn’t match her gritty expressions. Ambling in that night, arms akimbo, she’d shouted my name in a smug and satisfied look. Overhead fans blew at wisps of her red hair as her languid pace quickened on the downslope of concrete to the front. Glowering at the rows of collapsible wooden chairs, she sidled through and sat. She called the chairs “kid-catchers,” because during any school program, a child could be heard squealing murderously, having stood in the seat and been gobbled up whole in the gap between the back and the bottom. Any attempt to free the frantic child would be made more torturous, because if he turned sideways, the mama or daddy would tug futilly, bringing on a siren of screams from the child and a rescue team of other experienced mamas and daddies and draw attention to the embarrassing predicament. Crawling beneath to turn the child face-forward, one of the grownups would try to persuade the child that all he had to do was let go. Trust me.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 3

         
         
         
         
         Come Easter morning, there stood Sibyl at the front of the First Baptist Church, presenting herself in an out-of-style dress: gray jersey with a gored skirt and raglan sleeves. She dropped her arms to her sides, with an air of surrender, jeweled fingers grazing her skirt folds. Her face was holy and wan and guileless as a child’s.

         
         
         Center pew on the right, I clenched my fists and tried to keep from looking down at my fake-linen navy dress with giant pockets piped in white. I couldn’t believe she had worn an old dress too! I blinked, my face blazed, and I punished myself with watching Sibyl, now holding hands with the preacher.

         
         
         “I guess most of you have met Little Robert Dale’s wife, Sibyl,” he said. “Well, she comes to us this fair Easter morning to move her membership from the First Methodist Church in Orlando.” He smiled at her, then at us. “What’s the pleasure of the church?”

         
         
         Mr. Ben, our next door neighbor, spoke up, “I move we take her.”

         
         
         Everybody laughed at the crafty old man’s eagerness. Chips of Easter pastels falling on my eye like patterns in a kaliedoscope, I tried to ignore all the crisp new dresses and shirts bought just for Easter. Vinegary-sweet scents of Easter egg dye and lilies teased me. I felt robbed of my dress and my notion.

         
         
         “I second the motion,” somebody else said, and I turned, spying Aunt Biride across the aisle, her jaw set like a vice and ice-rimed eyes tuned in on Sibyl.

         
         
         For an instant, I forget my new neighbor as other than a worm nibbling at my vanity. Aunt Birdie’s face was an open wound of discovery—something about Sibyl. Maybe she was figuring Sibyl for a hypocrite. Maybe she had just decided that Sibyl wasn’t dying (if she was dying, as everybody claimed, it stood to reason she’d fear playing church). Or maybe Aunt Birdie had somehow caught on to Sibyl trying to cheat me out of being the first in Little Town to wear an old dress on Easter. I hoped so—I hoped somebody knew besides me and would credit me with not having imitated Sibyl, and not the other way around. All I could think was I wanted a new dress; who knew when I’d have another rational reason for buying one? Let Sibyl wear rags. Probably nobody even noticed sacrifices like that anyway.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie’s face was inscrutable while everybody was singing “Blest Be the Tie that Binds.” Could she be thinking that Sibyl was despicable for drawing attention to herself by wearing an old dress on Easter? I hated Sibyl. I had never hated anybody before, especially not somebody dying. There was a first time for everything. I twirled a picked thread on my dress.

         
         
         In keeping with church customs, everybody paraded past Sibyl, welcoming her, then looped along the center aisle. Miss Leona hugged Sibyl, then turned, facing me on my way to the front. “To a sweet girl,” she had written on her graduation gift to me—a lacey pink slip wrapped in whispery white tissue. Most of the other cards said, “To the prettiest girl in Monroe County.” Did Miss Leona notice I had worn an old dress too?

         
         
         Mama had offered to have a new dress made for me when she’d learned I wasn’t going to buy one. Now, she and Daddy probably thought P.W. couldn’t afford me—he really couldn’t—and that made him look bad. Though they’d never put him down since we got married, I could tell they doubted whether he could take care of their little girl and now I’d proved them right. Their excuse for not wanting me to get married had been that I was too young. But seeing I was determined to marry anyway, Daddy had said, “Okay, you’re making your bed, now lay in it,” then he deeded us an acre of land close by. If not for that, we’d surely have moved ten miles across the Withlacoochee River to P.W.’s daddy’s farm, and though I would have been bothered by Mr. Buck’s firing off and Miss Eular’s sniveling, I wouldn’t have been bothered with Sibyl and this whole dress mess.

         
         
         I pocketed my hands and crept behind P.W. in line to welcome Sibyl. Aunt Birdie, standing out among all the huggers, cooly shook Sibyl’s hand and shuffled past me. P.W. hugged Sibyl and started out, and there I stood facing the copycat.

         
         
         
         
         She reached for me, but I stuck out my hand. God, I felt stupid shaking a woman’s hand—soft, thin and loosely gripping. Something perverse about horning in on a man’s gestures, and weird too, shaking hands with somebody you hate. I came within a breath of saying “I like your dress!” for spite. What everybody said to each other on Easter, whether or not they meant it. Sibyl’s topaz eyes snagged mine, and I felt the nibble of the worm. On the way to Mama’s for Easter dinner, I couldn’t resist quizzing P.W. about the dress affair. He had gotten off without having to admit he’d overheard me and Sibyl discussing dresses, but he couldn’t claim he hadn’t witnessed her wearing an old dress after I was the one who’d given her the idea. The all-of-it went deeper than that, I suspected, but was too complicated to accurately define. Spotting her as a copycat was easy, on an understandable level.

         
         
         “P.W.,” I said, “didn’t you think it was kind of strange, Sibyl wearing that dress for Easter?”

         
         
         “What?” he said, fiddling with the radio, tuning it in to a country station between two heated preachers.

         
         
         I didn’t really expect much, but I did expect something. “Listen,” I said, turning down the volume. “Remember that night at Robert Dale’s when I told Sibyl I was not getting a new Easter dress and she tried to tell me where to get one. You know, she said that sweet little slenderizing lavender cotton dress at Sears?”

         
         
         “I remember y’all talking about dresses, yeah.” He turned off at our road, right behind Robert Dale and Sibyl in her red convertible.

         
         
         “Well, did you notice how she ended up wearing an old dress too?”

         
         
         “She’s just curious,” he said, motoring along and waving as the red car arced through the crescent of oaks. “But what was the matter with her dress, sugar, too short or something?”

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         On Monday morning, Sibyl sat at my kitchen table with the spring sun warming her face while I served her coffee.

         
         
         “I just had to get things straightened out between me and you,” she began. “If I’ve done anything to make you not like me, I want to know. You didn’t even hug me at church yesterday.”

         
         
         Suddenly, I was guilty, she was blameless, and the clear sky scrolled up in ugly scenes.

         
         
         “I’m sorry,” I said and sat.

         
         
         She sipped her coffee, tears brimming in her hazel eyes. Again, I watched her for signs of sickness and only her hunched shoulders hinted at any give in strength.

         
         
         “Sometimes people hate me for no reason,” she drawled, dabbing beneath her eyes with a tissue, “I don’t know why.”

         
         
         I reached across the table and patted her hand and repeated, “I’m sorry,” meaning it: I’d spoiled my own Easter by dwelling on a silly dress. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         
         “I forgive you.” I pulled back my hand and sipped my coffee. I guess I thought she might say I’m sorry, too. “Robert Dale says people’s probably just jealous.” She looked critically around my doll-house kitchen. “But I’ve never been the type to brag about what-all I’ve got.”

         
         
         If not Christian love, maybe I could feel a milder form of hate for Sibyl. Be ye not lukewarm or I will spew you out of my mouth. She smiled. “P.W. and Robert Dale get along so good; I hope you and I can be good friends, too.” She clanked a heavy gold ring on the cup while holding me with her bold eyes.

         
         
         “All right,” I said, thinking: only mention the dress and maybe...

         
         
         “I’ll pray for you.” She pushed back to rise. “I’ve got a man coming to put down some floors so I better get on home.”

         
         
         Floors, put down floors, you’ve got floors. Otherwise, what was I standing on the other night?

         
         
         “Oh!” she said, grabbing the door frame and springing to the doorsteps. “I thought there for a minute this trailer-thing was gonna tip over.” She laughed—no, brayed. “Tell your Aunt Birdie, I’ll be praying for her too.”

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         I washed every dish I could find, cleaned the cupboards and put all the dishes back, anything to keep from thinking. The shag carpet had needed vacuuming for two weeks, so I did that too, glad for the whiny roar of the machine. I picked up a cushion, P.W.’s socks, moved the ottoman from its mangy rim of shag pile. Found a cookbook I’d been looking for under the couch. But my mind kept flitting to Sibyl and her floors and her praying for me, the heathen, and her, the angel, in her gilded heaven where right now new floors were being laid, the inequity of it all, whatever it was. I rammed my foot on the power switch of the cleaner and listened to it die and the sound of trucks next door come alive. Sibyl. I would clean the bathroom, musty with damp towels, and forget her. Let her stay where towels never molded. All she had to look forward to was buying stuff. And dying.

         
         
         “She thinks she can get away with anything because she’s dying,” I said to myself, the rough, undone me in the flower-embossed mirror above the lavatory. I dropped the toilet brush in the middle of the floor and headed out the kitchen door, banging it shut.

         
         
         As I started along the peened blue wall of the trailer, I almost tripped over the yard rake belonging to my next-door neighbor, Miss Lousie. Sweep around your own back door, Aunt Birdie would say. Yes. I picked up the rake and crossed our grass-knitted yards, scolding myself for not taking it back before. How many times had I passed Miss Louise’s house, on my way to Mama’s, and still forgot the rake? I had to get myself together—quit putting off things and neglecting the house. Starting now, I would clean regularly, instead of letting jobs pile up; I’d put Sibyl in her place and forget she was there; and I’d break my childish habit of noon walks to the end of the road where I always ate dinner at Mama’s or Aunt Birdie’s.

         
         
         “Miss Louise?” I called, halting at her carport door.

         
         
         “Come on in,” she hooted and scuffed to the television set and cut the volume on “Search for Tomorrow.” On any given weekday, the slow grating melody of the soap’s sound track, coming from all the look-alike houses, would converge along the dirt road.

         
         
         I scraped the tines of the rake on the concrete floor so she’d think I hadn’t heard; she was secretly hooked on soap operas, like everybody else, except Aunt Birdie. On Sundays, our preacher would preach against the soaps, and by Monday, all of my elderly neighbors would be hard at it again. I hadn’t got started yet, but I was considering taking it up. Maybe help to break some of my other bad habits—roaming the road, eating between meals, and sleeping till ten in the morning. And I could sew while I watched the stories.

         
         
         “There you are,” Miss Louise said, appearing behind the screen door. She wiped her hands on her apron and pushed the door open for me to come in. “I thought I heard somebody.”

         
         
         “I don’t have but a minute, Miss Louise, but I thought I’d bring back your rake.” I leaned it against the outside wall by the doorsteps.

         
         
         “You don’t have to be in a hurry,” she said.

         
         
         “I’ve had it going on two months,” I said then caught on that she hadn’t meant no hurry about bringing back the rake but about visiting. “You can take a minute to come in and visit with me before going on to your mama’s.” She passed through the spanking yellow kitchen to the narrow den where the TV screen was dimming to a speck of light.

         
         
         “I was just fixing to start on a dress for June Lee,” she said, patting a stack of cut-out fabric layered with tissue patterns.

         
         
         “How’s she liking her new job at the bank?”

         
         
         “She’s getting the hang of it.” Miss Louise fluffed the back of her blue-gray hair where it had matted from the recliner headrest. The orange corduroy chair was imprinted in the shape of her long slender body.

         
         
         “I haven’t seen June in I don’t know when,” I said and sat on the sofa next to Miss Louise, both of us looking at June Lee’s graduation picture on the mantel shelf.

         
         
         We’d been friends in school but never really close; I was popular and pretty and she was bookish and plain. Her elaborately framed glasses overpowered her heart-shaped face and made her keen features recede. Well, at least she’d landed a secretary job in Tallahassee. Now, we had less in common than ever. Still we tried; she wrote to me and sometimes I wrote back.

         
         
         “Have you been to see Little Robert Dale’s new house yet?” asked Miss Louise.

         
         
         “Yes’um, Aunt Birdie and I did the other day.”

         
         
         “I bet it’s a sight.”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um, it is.”

         
         
         “Me and Eloise and Lavenia’s been talking about giving them a little housewarming. What do you think?”

         
         
         “That would be sweet,” I said, trying to imagine my three elderly neighbors tottering over there with their gifts of crochet. I couldn’t picture a platter-sized starched and fluted doily on Sibyl’s dining table. Miss Louise’s specialty. Everybody in Little Town ordered her crochet handiwork for Christmas presents: Christmas tree ornaments of angels and bells, stiff and paper thin, even valances for doors. Not a house in Little Town was without one of her valances on the back door, except Sibyl’s. “Y’all think about it,” I said, “and I’ll be glad to help out.” I figured they probably wouldn’t do a party for Sibyl because, in spite of their neighborliness and their narrow views of the world, they’d understand that Sibyl was like a character on one of their soaps, to be observed, purely for entertainment.

         
         
         “Tell your mama and daddy hello for me,” she said, seeing me out the door.

         
         
         I felt cross with her for knowing I’d go to Mama’s, but already I was strolling west toward the house where I’d grown up. Across the road, Miss Eloise vanished around the side of her house and ducked back to wave.

         
         
         “How’re you, Miss Eloise?” I called.

         
         
         “Fine, honey, how’re you?” she called, sprinting before I could answer.

         
         
         I fully expected her to send hellos to Mama and Daddy, too, and looked for Miss Lavenia, next door to Miss Eloise, to pop from her house with the same message. How could I expect them not to see me on daily walks to Mama’s? I’d been doing it every day for a year. They probably timed their soap operas by my passing.

         
         
         No doubt they were bored since their children had grown up and moved away and they’d retired to their transplanted mill houses. Having cleared their lots of old farm houses in the fifties, they’d replaced them with those four-room square, wood frame mill houses bought from the cotton mill camp, across Walton Creek, north of Little Town. The cotton business had fazed out in the farming areas in the past twenty-five years, and the mill shut down. The campsite remained a bare-dirt monument to the only industry allowed or desiring to locate in Monroe County.

         
         
         I could hardly remember those two-generational farm houses, which had been taken down board by board and stored under sheds, except for the wayfarer rooms blocking off one end of the six-rocker front porches. But I knew the houses had been similar to the Sharp house. Built in the mid-eighteen hundreds, the farm houses had been designed to accommodate wayfarers, who needed a spot to drop their packs and stay the night. A single door to the wayfarer rooms, opening suspiciously to the porch only, permitted them access to the road that had brought them. The following morning they would leave—with or without their breakfast grits, depending upon their host’s invitation, or absence of, which was determined by the overall impression of the drifter: mean eyes, a scar, mumbling (especially in a Yankee accent), how early the drifter rose. Hospitality had been extended when the wayfarer got there with the understanding that it could be withdrawn if he turned out to be a freeloader. Regardless, scriptural charity had been served.

         
         
         Sometimes it seemed that the warm manners of those old southern families had been stored with the lumber from their farm houses, as if they’d retired them to accommodate a new age. And yet they still gave. I later learned how unstintingly they gave.

         
         
         Those new houses came to resemble the people who lived in them. This new style of living represented their retirements, their attempts at self-indulgence. Mr. Sam and Miss Lavenia even invested in a room air conditioner. All had rented out their farms, eating steaks once a month, instead of once a year, and bought new but plain cars without chrome. Now their dream houses, bright-faced with fresh coats of paint, looked drab next to Sibyl’s. Had she built a house to die in, her dream house, like the dream houses of my neighbors?

         
         
         I was still at that stage where I could go to a funeral and leaving the cemetery feel my own untouched newness coursing through my hot body, a breeze on my face—no pain, not even a hangnail—and get high on supper coming up and after that making love. Bold in my own foreverness, that poor soul back there hoisted over his grave, nothing to do with me and mine. My neighbors would die, Mama and Daddy would die, Aunt Birdie would—and then I wouldn’t feel so frisky walking away from their graves. Would Sibyl really die? If she did, so could I.

         
         
         I had to quit hating her, just in case. The business about the dress was petty and I knew it, just as I knew it wasn’t all and maybe not half of what it portended. Aunt Birdie had some inkling, and if I could get her talking about the dress, she would tell what was on her mind. Besides, I wanted her to side with me, not so much about the dress as what it stood for; she would understand the injustice, how Sibyl had gaffed me. Aunt Birdie wasn’t above a little spitefulness herself.

         
         
         Having always lived across the road, Aunt Birdie was my inherited aunt. The handle of aunt, like the affection, had stuck since the first of countless mustard poultices she’d plastered on my sick-chest. A widow alone, her family was the church and the community—especially me and Mama and Daddy. My high school beauty pageant gown had been sewn by her busy hands, a strapless blue net with flounces of lace. She had stitched a ruffle up on the bust and starched it to stay, to conceal my breasts.

         
         
         “Good girls don’t run around showing theirselfs,” she’d said. “I don’t give a hang what the style is!” I had won the beauty pageant, even with that ruffle up to my chin, more relieved than flattered—I wouldn’t have to compete again. The annual beauty pageant was a project of the Future Homemakers of America, and all Home Economics students were obligated to participate, in club and contest, regardless of their qualifications. Student protests were rewarded by a stiff lecture from the Home Economics teacher, Miss Bohannon. Her bleary-green, insinuating eyes could pierce the toughest hide, leaving no doubt in your own heart that you were not only disloyal to your club but irreverent to the universal role of homemaker, and that you probably preferred spending beauty-contest night smooching in a parked car at the county dump.

         
         
         I felt as though I’d won the contest by default, because the next-to-the-prettiest girl at Monroe County High, Betty Jean Guess, had started her period before the pageant and refused to go on stage. Some of the boys, out there hooting, might see the bulge of her Kotex through five layers of tulle.

         
         
         Foil stars revolved from the stage ceiling on varied lengths of twine. We hoped that the audience could see only glittery, air-spun stars, but we, in our pastel clouds of net, knew the twine was there. The scenic backdrop, tempera globs and strokes of Sunday-school-book blue, green, yellow and red, across a giant scroll of freezer paper, was what it was, up close. (The theme of the pageant was “Stairway to the Stars,” emblazoned in silver glitter on paper taped to the back curtain.) From the rear of the ancient, musty auditorium, red and yellow finger-dots blurred to fields of flowers on palm-swirls of green pastures. The tree trunks, fists of muddy brown, had emerged into the shape of live oaks. We’d been amazed. Up close, on stage, we had to hold on to the vision from a distance to avoid disillusionment.

         
         
         Looking back, I believe I had to hang onto that vision-from-afar of Robert Dale and P.W. or my illusions would have been shattered long before they were.

         
         
         Posted like waiters in a fine restaurant, one on each stairway to the stage, Robert Dale and P.W. ushered the contestants on and off stage. Not only were we exhibited onstage, but between judges’ decisions, we were forced to sit with the audience, straining against a collective gaze. Perched stiffly forward, so the net wouldn’t scrub our backs, we endured the hoots, whistles and jeers from the audience. Elbows out for comfort, and to prevent crushing the octopus orchid on my waist, I could see Mama and Daddy mouthing encouragement to me. Aunt Birdie sat complacently on the other side of Mama, fanning with one of the programs that we, the contestants, had typed and mimeographed.

         
         
         Robert Dale and P.W. posed at the foot of the stairs in identical white sports coats. Hands clasped over their crotches, they wrangled with black bow ties by craning their necks and swayed to the repetitious melody being cranked out on the piano by Miss Effie, our church pianist. Placed in the center at the foot of the stage, the piano tinkled on under her caressing fingers. Her graying chestnut head remained perfectly still as she played sheets and sheets of music for two hours, each piece a rendition of the last, the tinkling swallowed by the hiss and burble of the auditorium.

         
         
         P.W. smiled and winked my way, strutting his stocky chest. I recognized the sneer for the Future Farmers of America, which he had been pressured into representing. He was flushed from the heat, bothered by the crowd, and eager to drive the winner home—either me or Betty Jean, I suspected. At intervals, he would sneak a small black comb from his rear pocket and rake it through his blonde hair. Then glancing my way, he’d smile, mouthing words I couldn’t decipher. He had already said, “You got it, Earlene!” as he’d escorted me down on wobbly high-heels, following the semi-finalists’ presentation.

         
         
         “I don’t want it,” I lied between gritted teeth. I did so want it: after Betty Jean dropped out, only the homely remained. I would never go to school again if I didn’t win.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie had known in advance who would win, and she hadn’t hesitated to say so—not in words though. Mere words couldn’t match her gritty expressions. Ambling in that night, arms akimbo, she’d shouted my name in a smug and satisfied look. Overhead fans blew at wisps of her red hair as her languid pace quickened on the downslope of concrete to the front. Glowering at the rows of collapsible wooden chairs, she sidled through and sat. She called the chairs “kid-catchers,” because during any school program, a child could be heard squealing murderously, having stood in the seat and been gobbled up whole in the gap between the back and the bottom. Any attempt to free the frantic child would be made more torturous, because if he turned sideways, the mama or daddy would tug futilly, bringing on a siren of screams from the child and a rescue team of other experienced mamas and daddies and draw attention to the embarrassing predicament. Crawling beneath to turn the child face-forward, one of the grownups would try to persuade the child that all he had to do was let go. Trust me.

         
         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 4

         
         
         
         
         On the coming-up side of Aunt Birdie’s cabin stood her crumbling brick well, which she still used on occasion to keep in water-drawing practice. In defense of her use of the archaic bucket-and-teakle method, she’d go on and on about what if the electricity went off and she couldn’t “draw” water from a spigot. Nobody could convince her that Lance Walker, sheriff and county commissioner, didn’t control us all with his private/city water works. Every month or so, he would cut off our water for hours to drain the old tank, and when he turned it on again, a ribbon of rust would unravel from the spigots for days—barely enough to “draw” a bath—and still we had to pay the same amount for water that month.

         
         
         Always jumping on Lance, Aunt Birdie went crazy when she learned that the plate glass windows in the new brick courthouse didn’t open—didn’t need to, so said Lance, because the flat-top building was equipped with air conditioning. Again, she’d start in on “what if the lectricity goes off.”

         
         
         Her yard she’d carved out of gum woods in an exact square, and hoed up any plant that sprouted without permission within the neat boundary. What was permitted to grow were bleached purple petunias, peeping up each spring inside circles of dome-glass electrical insulators, which she’d saved from the old power poles. Prisms of sunlight danced from the aqua glass to the leached cabin walls around sunbursts of resin drawn by the heat of ancient summers.

         
         
         Inside was warm and homey, with her hand-stitched quilts and Bees-waxed furniture, as much home to me as Mama’s big white house across the road. Aunt Birdie’s place was where I’d gone to sulk when I was growing up, and where I still went when I was on the outs with P.W. Not a very grown-up to do, but I didn’t have to be grown-up with Aunt Birdie. I didn’t have to be anything but what I was—moody, moonstruck or just miserable with me.

         
         
         “Anybody home?” I called, going up the cedar-trimmed steps of the big white house.

         
         
         “In here, honey,” Mama called back.

         
         
         From the dim hall wafted smells of mothballs and brassy water from the aged pitcher pump on the back-porch water-shelf, kept for sentimental reasons when Daddy had walled the porch in for a den. Though they no longer used the pump, the sandy dirt around the house smelled steeped in the brassy water-shelf runoff. A clatter of sticks resounded from the front room on my right, and I opened the door to the smell of burning oak. On the caving hearth, a log had burned center to ends, the last fire of winter. Aunt Birdie was standing in the middle of the high-ceiled room, lowering the wooden quilting frame to the floor and gathering the riggings. The frame looked empty and pointless without the patchwork of quilts usually swaging before the fire. “Well, if it ain’t Miss Earlene!” said Aunt Birdie, deftly reeling one of the cords from her thumb to her elbow.

         
         
         “I didn’t know what all that noise was coming from.” I laughed and kissed her crepe-papery cheek. She was old but never old-lady sweet; I thought of her as olden, an olden woman, as in olden days. But something about her salty tone crawled all over me.

         
         
         “I’m right here, honey,” Mama said, rising from her knees before the trunk with a bundle of sweaters. She dumped them on her bed and crossed the room to hug me.

         
         
         Her fine white hair webbed over my eyes. I stepped back and gazed at her elfin face, made smaller by her blown-up hair. On weekends, she wore her hair in waves, which she set in rows with long metal clamps, but at home during the week she let it fly wild.

         
         
         “You all right, honey?” she asked and pressed a hand to my forehead.

         
         
         “Yes’um,” I said. “I’m fine.” She always did that and I always said that. If we skipped it we’d be lost.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie eyed me around the reel of cords and skittered the collapsed frame across the heart-pine floor. “Daddy said he saw you had company this morning when he went to the post office,” said Mama.

         
         
         “Sibyl Sharp,” I said.

         
         
         “Visiting, huh?”

         
         
         “Yes ‘em.” I watched Aunt Birdie as she unscrewed the spindles on the frame. Then I tried her. “Came by to be neighborly.” She didn’t even flinch.

         
         
         “Well,” said Mama, folding sweaters on the bed with her back to me, “I’m glad you two girls are getting to know one another.”

         
         
         Another test: “She’s dying, you know?” I said. “Some kind of rare blood cancer, I heard.” “Rare!” Aunt Birdie spat snuff juice into the fire.

         
         
         And then it came to me what was nagging: she’d called me Miss Earlene, same as Miss Sibyl. Mama knelt again before the chest, stacking and smoothing the sweaters inside. “Sibyl’s just melodramatic, Birdie, like a lot of young girls.”

         
         
         “You don’t believe she’s dying?” I asked.

         
         
         “She looks healthy as a horse to me,” Mama said. If you didn’t have a fever, you weren’t sick.

         
         
         I’d started to tell Aunt Birdie that I would take her and Mama shopping on Friday but decided to wait. “Where’s Daddy?” I asked.

         
         
         “Out back piddling. He’ll be in here anytime now looking for his dinner.” Mama dropped the bowed lid of the trunk. “You’ll stay and eat,” she added, up and scrambling around the sprawl of quilt riggings.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Sunlight flowed through the south window in the kitchen, as I sat at the round oak table. Long ago, we’d each laid claim to a certain chair, even Aunt Birdie, though hers was the company chair when she wasn’t there. In high school, when Robert Dale or P.W. ate with us, I’d steer them to that chair to keep them from sitting in Daddy’s armed ladder-back at the curve on the north end of the kitchen. Not that he would have made a fuss, but he would squirm and mumble when the usual order of the household was disturbed. His recliner in the living room was another matter; he would tell them right off to get up. “Sit on the couch or over yonder,” he’d say, his gentle countenance taking on the sternness of Granny Colson’s, who glowered from the portrait above the mantelpiece: down-slanted eyes penciled in a grim face; coarse hair sketched back on her ball-shaped head; heavy dark brows remarking on our Indian heritage, though Daddy claimed the Colson’s were pure Irish. She left a legacy of having given birth to Daddy at dawn and then going to her garden to gather a mess of collard greens for dinner.

         
         
         Her touched-up portrait was one of two left to me. Not a trace of humor was spelled out on Granny’s face, only suffering, which I’d not then learned to read. The other one, Sibyl’s, haunts me more with its absence of suffering, even in the throes of dying.

         
         
         Mama dumped a bowl of congealed field peas, left over from Sunday dinner, into a pot on the stove while Aunt Birdie perched on a stool at the counter and sliced tomatoes into thick red pinwheels. Daddy stamped up the back doorsteps, scrubbing his feet along the hall, and stopped in the kitchen doorway with a grand gesture—once-powerful arms outstretched and face beaming with cheap surprise. “Natalene, what’s that youngun doing dragging back here everytime I turn around?” he teased. “I thought we’d got shed of her.” I got up to kiss him. Modestly, he offered his sweaty shaved cheek, holding my shoulders to prevent contact with his body. Intimacy in our household had its limits. But we all behaved as though I lived a thousand miles away and had finally come home for a visit. We repeated the ritual yesterday and we’d repeat it tomorrow.

         
         
         Another repeat: “Dinner smells good,” he said. “What’re we having?” Though he knew full-well that Mondays brought leftovers from Sundays.

         
         
         He washed up at the kitchen sink, lathering his hands and arms and splashing great hands full of water to his vieny, sunned face, while Mama scurried for a paper towel to keep him from drying on her dishtowel.

         
         
         “Well, what’s your old man up to this evening?” he asked, drying his arms and frowning at the rattley paper.

         
         
         “Working,” I said—what I knew to say, especially on Mondays, even if P.W. had gone fishing.

         
         
         Noisily Daddy scraped back his chair and sat, walking it to the table, and Mama presented him with a tall glass of iced tea, then went again to the counter for the others. Aunt Birdie crept over with her circular arrangement of tomatoes and lowered the platter to the table.

         
         
         “Daddy, turn thanks,” Mama said, standing with her enlarged hands on the back of her chair.

         
         
         “Lord, we thank you for this food we are about to receive and for the hands that prepared it. Bless it to the nourishment of our bodies. In Jesus name I do pray. Amen.” Immediately, he began eating.

         
         
         I waited for a few minutes before I asked, “Daddy, what do you think of our new church member?”

         
         
         “Which one’s that, punkin?” He pushed peas to his spoon with a wedge of cornbread.

         
         
         Nobody but Sibyl had joined our church in at least six months. “Sibyl,” I said, “you know, Robert Dale’s wife.”

         
         
         “Oh, yeah. A fine looking woman.”

         
         
         “She’s got her ways,” Mama said. “Have some pot roast, Birdie.” She passed a platter of indistinguishable hunks of browned beef and potatoes.

         
         
         “Believe I will.” Aunt Birdie picked in the hash for meat. “Y’all big buddies, I reckon?” Daddy said.

         
         
         “Not really.” I searched Aunt Birdie’s freckle-clustered face. She was a blank. “Sibyl’s kind of hard to get to know. She’s got some kind of rare blood cancer.”

         
         
         “Them two go together?” he asked absently.

         
         
         “Sir?”

         
         
         He raised his voice. “Sounded like you were saying you couldn’t get to knowing her cause she’s got cancer.” “No sir, I meant...”

         
         
         “Dying ain’t rare,” he said. “Pass me another piece of cornbread, thank you, ma’am.” He said the first part to me and the second part to Mama, never looking up, and each of us took what was ours.

         
         
         “No, Daddy,” Mama chipped in. “Earlene meant Sibyl’s curious.”

         
         
         “Oh! I don’t know nothing about that. A fine-looking woman.”

         
         
         I couldn’t resist it. “What about her wearing that old dress on Easter?”

         
         
         “I didn’t notice nothing wrong with what the lil ole thing was wearing.” He stared up at me suspiciously.

         
         
         “Why, Earlene Claire Colson!” Mama said loudly, ready with a sermon. “You’ve had better raising than to pick on what somebody wears to church.” Her narrow shoulders hiked. “Making fun of people’s unbecoming, young lady. Isn’t it, Daddy?”

         
         
         He grunted, hunched over his plate.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie was watching me, her eyes scornful. Of me? Of Mama and Daddy? Of Sybil? “Pass me one of them pickled peaches, sugar,” she said.

         
         
         I passed the shallow dish of rolling amber peaches and held it for her to fork one, then watched her pin it down with her finger and pare crescents with a spoon. I should have known better than to say anything, but there I was again—Mama’s little girl, sometimes naughty, sometimes nice.

         
         
         “Looks like it’s gone come up a shower,” said Aunt Birdie, gazing out the south window at a thunderhead mushrooming above Daddy’s shingle-roofed shed. “Let’s get these dishes washed up and lemme run get in my clothes.”

         
         
         After we had finished the dishes and put away the leftovers for leftovers, I carried the cardboard-boxed quilting frame for Aunt Birdie and placed it in the metal glider on her front porch.

         
         
         The sky was impeccably blue, except for that single white thunderhead, smudged gray at the roots.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie ambled out to the clothesline on the east side of her yard, leisurely taking down her white aprons and soft print dresses.

         
         
         “I don’t think it’s gone rain, after all, Aunt Birdie,” I said and started at the other end of the line, working toward her.

         
         
         “It’ll rain,” she said, dropping her clothespins into a red calico bag fashioned after a child’s dress.

         
         
         “Aunt Birdie, you don’t like Sibyl either, do you?”

         
         
         “Can’t say as I do. How come?”

         
         
         “I saw how you looked at her in church yesterday. And how you acted that day at her house.” I waited by the split-rail clothesline prop for Aunt Birdie to finish taking in her half of the clothes.

         
         
         She flapped the last white towel in the lifting breeze then flattened it in her wicker basket on the rake-marked dirt. “You trying to tell me something about that woman or just jawing?”

         
         
         I didn’t want to answer that, didn’t know how. “A little of both, I reckon.”

         
         
         “Well, let’s get on in out of the rain.” She toddled off with the heaped basket toward the front of her house, and as if she’d ordered the rain to wait, it came singing out of the gum woods and across the field, a choir in white.

         
         
         “Let’s set on the porch,” she said, already settling into the wood slat settee. “We need a good shower to cool things off.” She meant me, I could tell.

         
         
         While the rain closed like a curtain around us, we sat together, folding her clothes. “Aunt Birdie?” I said.

         
         
         “Yes ‘um.”

         
         
         I wished she wouldn’t start like that. “I want to tell you everything, just like it is.”

         
         
         She nodded.

         
         
         “Sibyl’s really mean,” I began, knowing I was off to a bad start but going on anyway. “The other night P.W. and I went over to eat with them and she started a whole bunch of mess. She’s got some secret or other on me—I don’t even care what it is. But she went to whispering right in front of me to Robert Dale; he doesn’t act right either. To me,” I added, waiting. Her face was closed to reading. I had to go on or forget it, and I couldn’t take back what I’d said, couldn’t tell how she was taking it. The rain came harder, and I had to speak up, which made it all sound worse for me. “Anyhow, first she offered us some whiskey—I didn’t drink a thing. She had wine, white wine. Next thing I knew, she was asking me about my Easter dress, if I’d found one yet. I said no...”

         
         
         “What?” Aunt Birdie thundered, screwing her face and leaning nearer while great drops of rain hailed on the tin roof. “You gotta talk louder. All that racket.” “Sibyl asked me if I’d got my Easter dress yet, and I said no,” I shouted. “I told her I thought I’d just wear an old dress this year.” I didn’t tell Aunt Birdie I didn’t really want to wear an old one—she knew. I looked out at the slashing rain to avoid her eyes. “Well, I guess you saw who showed up at church in an old dress. Oh, it made me so mad! You know, her stealing my idea and all. I know it’s crazy, but P.W. went on just like Daddy about the whole thing. And Mama! Boy, Mama got all fouled up! I wish I’d never even mentioned it to her.” I folded a bath cloth, hoping Aunt Birdie would go back to folding too. She just sat there. “But anyhow, this morning here comes Sibyl, telling me she wants us to be friends. She was crying and all. I told her I was sorry; I thought she might say the same thing. You know what she said?”

         
         
         Aunt Birdie wagged her head and folded a white handkerchief in a neat square. “She said ‘I forgive you.’ Just like that.” At that point, I got caught up in how my telling was like the cloud that would have to rain itself out. “And then she had to get home because a man, as she put it, was coming over to put down floors.” I skipped the part about Sibyl praying for Aunt Birdie so I wouldn’t be a peace-breaker. “When she started out the door, she went, ‘Oh, I thought this trailer-thing was gone tip over.’“ I really beared down with Sibyl’s mocking tone on the last part and waited for Aunt Birdie to speak.

         
         
         She just sat there, puzzled-looking, while the rain wafted east to west, west to east, misting us and pattering on the tin. Then her face cleared, her lips curled, and she spat out into a clean dimpling puddle. “It’s hard to believe somebody’d wear a old frock on Easter just to get attention. Harder to believe that somebody couldn’t see theirself getting back good as they give.” Her eyes locked with mine till I broke the spell and got up to leave.

         
         
         “Wait a minute,” she said, rising with her knurly hands on her knees. “I got you some eggs and a piece of pound cake.” She passed through the screen door decorated with a tuft of cotton to ward off houseflies. In a few minutes, she was back, handing me a brown paper sack of eggs and warm cake.

         
         
         “Thank you,” I said, going down the doorsteps in the slackened rain. The sun was already shining around the shrinking cloud.

         
         
         “Look out for snakes,” she called, “they’re crawling.”

         
         
         Barely clear of her yard, I called back, “Aunt Birdie, I know you and it won’t work, not this time. You’re always turning things around.”

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         By Friday morning I was so worked up by imagined debates with Aunt Birdie, I’d almost forgotten about Sibyl. I mean, I drove right past her house, with Mama and Aunt Birdie in Daddy’s big Buick, and hardly thought about her!

         
         
         In Tallahassee, I shook the two of them loose at the string of what Mama called Jew Stores on the south end of town and sneaked off, two blocks north and a street over, to Miss Crawford’s Dress Shop. I don’t know how I ended up there instead of one of the cheaper shops across the street, like Smart & Thrifty or Mangles. I couldn’t afford to buy from Crawford’s. The cheapest thing there was fifty dollars. And that’s what I paid for the pale green batiste dress with the ecru lace insert from bust to waist and the too-scooped neck. The kind of dress you can wear once and look good in, then have to hang in your closet because it’s so recognizable.

         
         
         The dress was soft. I charged it. Ten dollars down and ten a month, for four months, out of my grocery money. We couldn’t afford it. I couldn’t tell P.W. and I thought we might starve. All for Sibyl. I was glad Mrs. Crawford didn’t sell houses. That sweet old lady, all gussied up and with a proper southern accent. She knew of Daddy and Mama, asked about them and everybody else in Little Town, and practically made me take the dress. “On approval,” she said. Same thing as charge. I was beautiful in it, so rich, rich for a day.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Sunday morning, I had no trouble—knew I wouldn’t—convincing P.W. that I’d had that old thing a long time. I couldn’t stand to look at myself in the mirror behind our bedroom door: I looked good and knew I could never afford to look that good again. Going into church, my face felt hot and the nerves in my kneecaps were jumping. Competing in a beauty contest and going up to get crowned was nothing compared to parading into church on After-Easter Sunday in a brand new dress.

         
         
         I sat in my usual place and turned to stare Aunt Birdie down across the aisle, and there in her place sat Sibyl in pink silk and pearls. Pale pink silk is lovely, especially with pearls. My dress was wrong for church. I had to hold my hands over the neckline to lean across the pew for a hymn book. I thought it may have worked for a country club tea—I didn’t know. The material was practical, but the design was pure Marilyn Monroe. I couldn’t wait to hang it in my closet. I’d have to leave town to wear it again.

         
         
         Sibyl’s dress was classic. She’d out-silked and out-pearled me—the preacher was preaching about casting pearls before swine, and I knew what he meant.

         
         
         I looked around again. If Aunt Birdie was there, I didn’t see her. I looked at Mama, who sat behind Sibyl, and Sibyl caught my eye and smiled. I didn’t care; I was through with her. I smiled sweetly and hoped nobody noticed that I’d bought a new dress. And particularly that nobody noticed we’d both bought new dresses.

         
         
         I’d do without shampoo, use Ivory dish-washing detergent on my hair; cut out buying coffee, now that it was getting hot; buy dark meat of chicken instead of white—P.W. would think I was saving like his mama. The sermon ended before I could get my budget all worked out, but I knew it would take some doing and some doing without to pay off the debt. I’d never owed a dime in my life.

         
         
         After we’d sang the final hymn and were dismissed with prayer, I started up the aisle to get out first. Sibyl caught my elbow, halting everybody behind me.

         
         
         “I like your dress,” she said, drawing everybody’s attention to me. 

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *
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         Chapter 5

         
         
         
         
         I watched as the house next door changed faces with its mistress. Painted from the bottom, up, it grew in hues of red, like a blush. Ranch-russet, the house co-ordinated with the cypress corral where hoof prints had churned the grass to a raw earth circle. A new stable—stained neutral to speed up the aged-lumber effect—boarded horses of chestnut and bay and charmed the air with an aroma of sawdust and manure. At the start of the dirt road, a sign hung from a wagon wheel announcing SHARPE’S STABLES.

         
         
         In keeping with the image of the place, Sibyl bought a whole wardrobe of western wear: pearl-buttoned shirts in a range of pastels, with hats and britches to match, accenting her oaky complexion. Even Robert Dale, who served primarily as ferrier and stable boy, dressed the part, awkward in tooled leather boots.

         
         
         But Sibyl appeared to have been born on a ranch, competently trotting her bay stallion about the grounds a couple of times a week. Punk, backwoods-wily but not bright, gained the privilege of exercising the spirited stallion on Sibyl’s off days, and his shouts of “gee” and “ha” carried on the still summer air like a crazed farmer’s wrangling with a mule. The confused horse would stall, then trot on, tolerating Punk’s jockey-like stance. Punk’s wild eyes never left the point between the horse’s ears, as he clutched the reins with the mane and jostled round and round the round corral and up and down the road, fresh-graded by the county road crew at Sibyl’s command.

         
         
         One evening, while I was out in my yard, he stopped on his way up the road to talk. I bragged on his riding and he shined his gold-capped teeth. “I ruther run up on a rattlesnake in the turtentine woods,” he said. “Miss Earlene, see can’t Mr. P.W. give me something to do.” The horse birred a horsefly away, whipping its sable tail to its flanks. “Whoa!” Punk said, glancing back at the barn built just over the landline between our houses. “I done wore out waiting on her. See this hoss?”

         
         
         “Yeah,” I said and squinted up at his face, black and slick as a Mudcat’s.

         
         
         “Well, he gone run right out from under me one of these days, and I’s gone be a dead man.”

         
         
         “Naw,” I said. “Look how sweet he is.” The horse nuzzled my left hand with its rubbery black nose as I stroked its withers with the right.

         
         
         “He ain’t no sweet hoss, Miss Earlene,” Punk said. “Sometimes me and him go round and round in the barn, then he ups and kicks me. I kicks him back. Now do you blame me?” He looked ready to cry, his puffed lips quivering like the suede coat of the horse. “I done told Mr. Robert Dale. I told him I ain’t no hand with hosses. He say do like Miss Sibyl say do or go on.” Absently, he pleated the reins as though crafting something.

         
         
         “Law, Miss Earlene!” he said, pausing to look back at the barn again and the saddle screaked in protest. “She ain’t no normal white at all. Ask Mae. Mae say she ain’t no more a-dying than us is. Say she too lowdown mean to die!”

         
         
         “Punk!” I scolded. He jerked and the horse pranced to the other side of the road.

         
         
         “Ha!” he hollered.

         
         
         I followed and caught the bridle, stroking the horses face between its gelled brown eyes, and it settled like sand in water.

         
         
         “You seed what he done, Miss Earlene, now do I lie? I gotta get off that place before her or this hoss one kill me dead.” He hung fast to the mane and gave control of the horse over to me.

         
         
         “I’ll tell P.W. soon as he gets in,” I said, knowing P.W. wouldn’t hire him away from Robert Dale. And if either of them heard Punk talking that way—black man to white woman about another white woman—I didn’t know what they might do.

         
         
         “Punk!” yelled Sibyl-in-blue from the barn door. “Are you coming or going?”

         
         
         “I’s coming, Miss Sibyl,” he called. “I done gone. I done rid him away down the end of the road and back, shore have.”

         
         
         I hadn’t spoken to Sibyl for weeks, not since the Easter-dress episode, and my life was once again simple and contained. She was at her house and I was at mine, and separated by our landline we were getting along.

         
         
         Punk cut the horse in a wide swatch on the trackless road, and the horse pranced backwards, as though gathering momentum for a wild canter to the barn. Then they were off, like a rock from a slingshot, up the road toward the highway.

         
         
         “Ha!” Punk yelled.

         
         
         “Punk!” Sibyl shouted, her voice traveling in two-syllable waves. “Stop running him, Punk!”

         
         
         “He running his ownself,” Punk hollered, latching to the mane with his shirt flapping on his back.

         
         
         Her long legs scissored across the yard as the horse thundered past the crescent of oaks and along the stretch of vine-draped gums that turned with the branch. Tailing the horse up the road, in its spun dust, she grabbed at her hat, then let go, and it scuttled like a possum to the left ditch.

         
         
         I ran behind, sucking dust. My eyes felt peppered. Then in a pinkish powdery roll, I stumbled over Punk and tumbled with him to the deep carved ditch.

         
         
         “I’s dead, I’s dead,” he moaned. His sharp kneecaps were poking in my back, and as I turned to get up, I fell on top of him, one palm grafted on his squirming face. I straddled him to get up and noticed he was clutching his left shoulder, so I felt along the knob of his fleshless bone for a break. His face was a solid grimace, his teeth glinting, his lids squinched.

         
         
         “Punk,” I said, shaking him, “you’re ok.”

         
         
         He took it as a question. “Nome, I’s a dead man. That hoss done kill me.” He opened his eyes and, shocked as by light, he closed them again, moaning and cowering beneath his cocked arm. I looked back and saw Sibyl trotting toward us, leading the stallion. “Sibyl’s got him, Punk,” I said, as you would to a child to comfort and dismiss him. I brushed the caked clay from Punk’s clothes and stood up.

         
         
         Sibyl stopped before the ditch, with the horse stamping to a stand-still, her hair wild and her face the honest grayish cast of a sick person. She slapped the reins from her right to left hand, landed in the ditch and brought her right hand back, zinging through the air, across Punk’s face. He fell the short distance he had risen and began crying, hideous choking sobs. A child’s cry through a man’s mouth.

         
         
         “Crazy good-for-nothing!” she screamed down at him. “What if my horse had been hit by a car? Huh? You got ten-thousand dollars to pay for a horse with?”

         
         
         “Nome,” he whimpered. He peeped at me with a look of I-told-you-so, and Sibyl seemed to see me for the first time.

         
         
         She turned and stroked the horse, walking around its blown-up belly to examine its muscled flanks. “It’s a wonder he didn’t break a leg, poor thing.”

         
         
         Punk scampered along the ditch, carved sharp as stone, picked up her hat, crawled out and handed it to her.

         
         
         She flapped it on her sleek britches. “I’m gone see to it that you pay for this when Robert Dale gets in,” she said and set the hat on her head.

         
         
         Punk stepped back. “I ain’t got but the ten dollars Mr. Robert Dale give me day before yesterday.” She glared at him, clapping her hands to her waist.

         
         
         “She’s not talking about money, Punk,” I spoke up, “not this time.” Blood charged in my ears like the hiss of locusts in the bullous vines.

         
         
         “If you’ve got something to say, say it to my face,” she said in a voice rimed with contempt, still looking at Punk.

         
         
         “I ain’t say no more,” said Punk, mesmerized by the reins she held like a whip.

         
         
         “I don’t see Robert Dale Sharpe beating on nobody,” I said.

         
         
         “If I was you I’d tend to my own business.” She turned to face me.

         
         
         “I was trying to catch your horse.” “Well, looked to me like you were rubbing all over Punk.” She said it in such crosstones of calm and fire that I thought I might have misunderstood, then smiling, she flipped the reins from hand to hand. And anybody passing would have thought we were having a neighborly chat, there in the middle of the road, except that her eyes were wild. I could feel mine wild too.

         
         
         “You don’t know what you’re saying,” I said, matching her calm. But deep-down we both knew what was meant and felt and apt to be said and we’d either have to drop it or part, and we couldn’t do that either: we were bound by time and geography, by unseen things that link, by death. After all, she’d come here to die.

         
         
         While we stood, anchored in our tracks, Punk mumbled and skirted the blameless stallion, and wagged his head. Still, Sibyl and I locked gazes, hearing him in concert with the tree frogs cheeping at Bony Branch. Finally I broke free, pinpointing the horse, Punk, a tree, for balance, like a spinning ballerina who otherwise would fall. “I’ve got to fix supper,” I said, and then I moved and my equilibrium went.

         
         
         We were into hard stuff now and the Easter-dress fuss was nothing.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         I cooked supper early because I’d said I would. All those saving mundanes I’d thought kept me sane made my nerves slide. I couldn’t carry a bowl from the table to the sink. I broke one into a million pieces, and P.W., waiting at the kitchen table, eyed me curiously. I told him I might be coming down with flu, but I didn’t tell him what had happened: if he hadn’t caught on about the Easter dress, he probably wouldn’t understand this. No, that wasn’t right. Sibyl’s remark about me and Punk was in an altogether different category. It made me crazy it was so dangerous. And what if I’d taken her wrong? All through supper, I’d thought about it and after supper I thought about it some more. Punk was right, she was crazy, but it was a foxy kind of crazy that set you off-course, and I had no natural bent or practice for countering her wiles. And Punk? Poor Punk!

         
         
         “Punk Seymore rode up on Robert Dale’s horse today and told me to ask you for a job,” I said—pure reaction. I couldn’t even say Sibyl’s horse.

         
         
         “Thought he’d been promoted to yardboy over yonder.” P.W. chewed on a toothpick while he worked on the carburetor from his forty-eight Ford. The car part, steel-gray and reeking of gasoline, was scattered on newspapers on our kitchen table. “Well, between me and you and the gatepost, I ain’t got nothing for him to do,” he said, probing with a screwdriver into the heart of the dead steel. “Hand me that phillipshead, sweetie.”

         
         
         I passed him a screwdriver from the confusion of tools and sat beside him.

         
         
         Katydids shrieked outside the window, and what Sibyl had said about me rubbing all over Punk strained with the sounds into my head. I felt cut off from P.W. by my secret. Why would she dare say something like that? Was she ignorant to what it meant? Did she think I’d forget it? No. She’d said it expecting me to overlook it because she was dying.

         
         
         Rubbing all over somebody was a common enough accusation among white trash. Rubbing all over a man, a woman got raped. Rubbing all over a black man, she got run out of town and he got hung from the nearest oak.

         
         
         Rubbing all over Punk: I can’t say that thought didn’t cross my mind, how bad it felt, how wrong, what it looked like. It did. I thought about it, just as Sibyl had, and I felt sick. But at the time I’d felt for broken bones and brushed dirt from his clothes without thinking—it was the human thing to do. I could still feel his skin, feverishly dry and impure, and I shuddered like I would if I’d touched a snake.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Sibyl’s next move came swiftly. As my cuckoo clock stroked off ten mechanical bleeps the next morning, she knocked on my door.

         
         
         P.W. had left me asleep, and I woke up addled by the mix of birdcalls and rapping. Something behind all the fuss lay heavy, like a wet quilt up to my eyes. Sunlight spread across my bed, with dust squiggles sifting from the shadowy white ceiling. Nothing had changed and yet everything had. I waited for the racket to stop, for good old common sense to take hold.

         
         
         P.W. had given me the cuckoo clock for a wedding present and I took turns hating and loving the dummy bird with its fake feathered head. It now burped a final dead cuckoo! as if it had given up trying to wake lazy me, but the rapping on the door still vibrated the whole house. You could walk across the floor and the windows shook.

         
         
         The haze in my head cleared, and images of yesterday zoomed into focus, every word Sibyl had said was like the tinkling of a bell. The whole scene with the horse played out in my head on my way to the door. I was new again, glowing with the fresh outlook mornings always brought. No flu, no wooliness. Punk was in his place, I was in mine. Safe in the afterjar of danger.

         
         
         “Just a minute!” I called, going back for one of P.W.’s shirts to slip over my nightie. I opened the door and stuck my head out to find Sibyl standing on the doorsteps, competing with the sun in a peach-colored outfit.

         
         
         “I thought I’d never wake you up,” she drawled, laughing and rubbing her knuckles. The veins on her hands were strutted and bluish.

         
         
         I clutched the door, started to slam it, but didn’t. What was left to say?

         
         
         “Listen,” she bagan, sliding her fingers into the pockets of her skinny peach pants. “I’m giving a little cookout for the young people from church tonight. What’cha call it...the BTU? And I need you to help out. I told Brother Travis we’d do it together. Seems like there’s nothing for young people to do around here but get in trouble, hanging around the cafe.”

         
         
         I could feel my face slide from sleep-fresh to fuzzy as she went on about what we had to do that day. So far, I could still credit myself with not having given in to her—I hadn’t said a word yet. But as she droned on, shifting on her spotless boots, I knew I was lost. She was as pure as the murmur of morning. It was like beholding a holy radiance and thinking of turning away when she said, “I don’t know if anybody told you yet, but I don’t have long to live.”

         
         
         She said it to explain, I supposed, as if dying was the most reasonable reason for anybody’s bad behavior. No apologies. She stood there in the promise of death, beautiful and sure, with those hunched shoulders her only flaw, her only clue to being as vulnerable as anybody else. “What time?” I asked, thinking of Easter because I’d just spied the first jonquil that had resurrected during the night.

         
         
         “We need to get started early. About two,” she said, her voice taking on that quality of authority which was strongest in her palette of shades.

         
         
         I closed the door and dashed P.W.’s shirt to a chair. “My God! What am I doing?” I picked up the shirt again and took it to the kitchen, drew a sink full of water and dunked it.

         
         
         P.W.’s good white shirt, his only white shirt. I’d used too much Clorox and failed to rinse it out, then ironed it. A scorched brand of the iron showed below the back yoke: proof of my general slack. I hoped his mama never saw it. Now, when he went to church and funerals he had to keep on his wool suit coat—his only suit—hot or not. My face flamed thinking about the dress in our closet, in plain view because I’d said it was old, the price tag buried in the last of our coffee grounds at the bottom of the garbage. If I’d only left the price tag on and tucked it down the sleeve to wear the dress to church, I could have taken it back—the approval plan—and wouldn’t have had to pay for it, and I could have bought P.W. a new shirt, maybe even a suit, for what the dress had cost. But I couldn’t have claimed I’d never worn the dress with a straight face. Why did I always have to do what was right, not what was sensible? I scrubbed at the scorched place and it looked darker wet.

         
         
         I dressed and ate some smelly leftover broccoli. I ate it, hating it, but knowing it was good for me and tasted nothing. Then I scribbled a note to P.W. telling him where I would be, but realized he’d probably see me at the barn when he came by. So I scratched it and simply wrote “I love you,” because I needed to make the words. It was good to write something I knew, something that wouldn’t fly at me in the face of unreality. And yet I couldn’t touch love anymore than death, those two intangibles so powerful and dim.

         
         
         The cuckoo clock ticked, the foolish bird poked his head through the miniature brown door with a vibrating call, and popped back inside.

         
         
         Maybe this time I’ll be through with her, I thought, walking along the road in a flurry of red-winged maple seeds. She might die this very evening and free me. I wished I could turn around and go to Mama’s and Aunt Birdie’s to eat with them and let my shoulders drop. But already I could feel myself pulling away from that phase and pressing on toward Sibyl in her shell house—same as the cuckoo bird.

         
         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 6

         
         
         
         
         But the house didn’t feel like a shell anymore; Sibyl was warm, and I could feel my hiked shoulders drop. Maybe she had change. I started to recognize the scope of her imagination and appreciate it, pushing back bad thoughts to the walls now papered in overlaid blue-and-beige plaid. As I followed behind, she told me that the blue picking up on beige throughout the house was called Windsor. The floors, stripped of white carpets, were heartpine planks, laid with wooden pegs, or what looked like wooden pegs. Mae told me on the sly that “they’s nailed down just like any other floor.” She said it as if she took great pride in at least knowing that wooden pegs concealed the nails. “I knows a heap they don’t think I knows,” she added, glancing around at Sibyl who was answering a phone call in the kitchen.

         
         
         The contemporary furniture had been replaced with antiques of oak and pine, primitive and quaint, knick-knacks and all, like turning a page in a decorator’s magazine. Beanpot lamps and hook rugs warmed the spots once held by cut-glass lamps and white carets; paintings and tables and chairs, all bought for the right blend of old-but-new. Kerosene lamps, fruit jars, and wire baskets heaped with fake eggs were arranged inconspicuously to be conspicuous. I wondered how many like relics had been bulldozed to Bony Branchwith the farmhouse. Even a screened pie safe, like Miss Lettie’s, but with a copper-screen countenance, now cater-cornered a nook of the dining room. Delicate china and stainless steel cookware, all gone, and in their places were earthen crockery and polished copper. Anything lending to the look of elegant living had been thrown out like yesterday’s greens. A new world for starting over, I decided, refreshed and appreciative of the old. How much can old cost? I’d always thought of old as something that came about with time.

         
         
         The brass beds upstairs had gone out like lights and in their spaces, scrolled oak headboards stood along the walls papered with pastoral motifs. (Sibyl seldom bought one of anything; if she liked something a lot she bought lots.) A clean cedar scent spiced the house, and there was a faint fragrance of baked apples and cinnamon, though nothing was baking. Wicker baskets of catalogues and magazines and odd-fashioned cushions—one in the shape of a heart—were scattered about on the living room floor.

         
         
         I sat in a padded rocker before the picture window, framed in white country curtains, and watched the moss in the oaks stir lazy patterns on the raked dirt. I was lulled by her natural manner and the cozy house into almost believing, almost caught up in her spell, as the afternoon ticked down to the tune of a grandfather clock.

         
         
         “No,” she said, when I tried to help her get ready for the party. “You’re company. You don’t have to do a thing but just sit and look pretty.”

         
         
         “But...”

         
         
         “Me and Mae’s got everything together,” she interrupted, placing a hand on my arm and showering me with her golden haze. I followed her out the back door anyway, pausing to straighten a welcome mat she’d flipped with her boot toe, and stood inhaling the honeysuckle and the summery air. Gazing off at my own yard, I could see P.W.’s cream-colored Ford flashing the afternoon sun back at the tin sky. Finally he had repainted it, and luster restored, the old car promised to take on its original allure. One step at a time, crop to crop. Maybe next year he could replace the rotten tires and sport around in it for a while before selling it.

         
         
         A rhythmic clank of rake tines on dirt carried on the air with the whirring of locusts, and I spied Punk raking between a group of oaks on the front yard. Feeling good now—all bad feelings behind me—I decided to come right out and talk to him.

         
         
         “Hey, Punk,” I called, lagging behind Sibyl, who was hiking on toward the barn.

         
         
         “Miss Earlene,” he said, walking away as he raked.

         
         
         “Are you still upset, Punk?” I followed him.

         
         
         “Nome.” “She’s just highstrung, Punk.”

         
         
         “Yas ‘um, she be that awright.”

         
         
         “What’d Robert Dale have to say about the horse?”

         
         
         “He don’t say nothing. I done and knocked off fore he come in.” He stopped raking, leaned on the rake handle and tilted his keen face. “Mr. P.W. say for you to tell me something?”

         
         
         “He didn’t have anything for you to do, Punk. I’m sorry. He can’t afford to hire too much help, you know.”

         
         
         “Yas ‘um, I be on with my sweeping now.”

         
         
         “Well, at least you got a pretty place to work.” Saying that was stupid, I knew. “Just do what you have to and stay out of her way.” Saying the last part was stupider.

         
         
         “Sho will now, but she can’t go on a-beating and framming on folk just cause she can.” “No, she shouldn’t. You want me to talk to her?”

         
         
         “Nome,” he said, looking at me good now with eyes quick and bright. “She done badmouthed you and me till Mr. P.W. liable to haul off and shoot me.”

         
         
         “Naw,” I said, trying to sound lighter than I felt. “He wouldn’t pay any attention to something like that. I guess she just fired off before she thought.

         
         
         “Yas ‘um, but she ain’t got no business...” He stopped talking and shot off raking whipstitches among the oak roots, trampling polleny honeysuckle petals like dross of sun.

         
         
         I started to follow him, to tell him that Sibyl was probably moody because she was sick—she had to feel bad if she had cancer—and that she probably regretted what she’d said yesterday and didn’t know how to make up for it. Look at her today! She’d come right out and told me she was dying, which could be her way of apologizing. Saying that couldn’t have been easy. But I sucked in, leaning against an oak trunk—too many probablys in whatever I might say, and what did Sibyl intend to do with the fact of her dying? Whip me and Punk and the whole town with it? And if she’d redecorated her house because she’d figured out that the dead brilliance of contemporary didn’t fit in Monroe County, she’d been right. Sad—her trying to please us, the town, our manipulating her with our notions of what was acceptable. Already I’d heard several of our neighbors complaining about the horsey smell from her barn and the increase in houseflies—Aunt Birdie, for one. She was on a rampage against houseflies, and they weren’t even that bad yet.

         
         
         I thought again about Punk saying “She ain’t no normal white,” which could mean a lot of things or nothing. “Not normal” could simply mean different, or unusual. And Sibyl was certainly that. If it meant more, he should leave and really had no business talking to me about her, or vice versa. I felt a twinge of having been in on some rotten under-dealings with Punk, after all, and it didn’t sit well with me.

         
         
         Why didn’t he leave? He could work for somebody else. Was he staying out of habit, because he’d always worked for Robert Dale? Mae too—if she didn’t like it here, she could go. Both of them lived in the quarters behind the white school, where hard-talk was as common as breathing, where a punch in the gut was nothing. So why be so sensitive about Sibyl? True, we treated them a shade worse than children, and they responded with child-like dependency, but we had evolved from slavery to servitude, and we would eke out more charity in time. For Sibyl, Punk was no more than a symbol, proof of her status, like one of the stable-boy statues seen on many southern lawns.

         
         
         I looked up and saw her standing in the barn door, watching me, watching Punk. I smiled, walking toward her, along the path her eyes blazed and head on. I didn’t blink.

         
         
         When I got halfway there, she called, “Tell Mae to send me the clam dip and chips out of the Frigerdaire.” It came as a command, until she added, “If you don’t mind,” oozing like honey. I turned toward the house, but looked back to see if she was still watching, and she looked frail and harmless in the dark yawn of the barn.

         
         
         In the kitchen, Mae stood crouched over the sink, scrubbing baking sheets. A new sink, coppertone to match the cookware, all new reproductions of old, replacing the gleaming white and chrome.

         
         
         “My God!” I said, “I can’t believe she even changed appliances.” “Yas ‘um,” said Mae, “say they don’t match up and out they go. She the changiest woman I ever seed in all my born days.”

         
         
         I caught myself on the verge of gossiping with Mae after I’d just sworn off gossiping with Punk. “She said for me to come get the clam dip and chips.” I opened the refrigerator door to stacks of square white containers.

         
         
         “She been messing and gomming ever since her feet hit the floor this morning,” Mae said. “Mr. Robert Dale ain’t got no say over that woman! Got to where he plum don’t say nothing. She throw out more in a day than he can tote home in a week!”

         
         
         “This the dip?” I asked to cut her off, taking a covered plastic container with a taped strip clearly marked “clam dip.”

         
         
         “Yas’um, that be it.” She beamed, one hand braced on her broad hip, the other nudging the basket of chips to the back of the counter. “Ain’t real clam meat though.”

         
         
         I tried to reach around her for the chips, but she blocked me, hissing in my face. “How come Mr. Robert Dale to up and marry that kind? She ain’t up to no good. And if she be dying, I ain’t seed ary sign of it. I oughta knows; I stays here moren anybody else do. Punk and me should oughta quit away back when she run Miss Lettie off.”

         
         
         I was close enough to count the knotty braids sectioned into rows on her head. “Mae, that’s gossip,” I said, fishing the basket from around her stout body. I noticed that the window shades over the sink had been covered with the same paper as the kitchen walls, a blue and beige repeating-spice pattern. “She’s a smart woman.”

         
         
         “Foot! I does what get done around here,” Mae said, turning to scrub another cookie sheet.

         
         
         I realized, going out the door, that I didn’t want to know what Mae and Punk knew, what kept them there. It wasn’t solely that I didn’t trust what they said, though I knew they’d grumbled about unfair pay and working conditions when they’d worked for Robert Dale and P.W. But any truth gleaned from what they might say wouldn’t change much: I’d still have to put up with Sibyl, day by day, till she died. One word to Mae and I could have had a clue to what made the clock tick, but it would still tick and time would still bind us. Did I want Sibyl to die? No—if she died now I would feel too guilty.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Red and black streamers, our school colors, swagged from the cypress rafters of the barn. The scent of cypress mellowed the odors of sawdust and manure, and although all the horses had been turned out to pasture for the party, their warm salty odors still clung to the raw walls. Smoke from the pit barbecue outside wafted through the double doors, end to end. The barn was only a square, four-stall building, but its height lent to its grandness, and frames of twilight entered through skylights in the roof. The stalls took up each corner, as in justification of the barn. The center, a spacious clearing, was dotted with redwood tables on fresh sawdust, which reminded me of a circus ring.

         
         
         
         
         When I was eight, a traveling circus had stopped over in Little Town, at the vacant lot facing the Baptist church. Penned horses had been loosed on the ring, but tethered by the command of a seedy, middle-aged woman in a sky-blue costume. Rhinestones from her tutu kept throwing prisms of light on the khaki tent walls as she popped her whip again and again until the horses clopped in a uniform circle. She lunged onto the last one, vulgar but sure, her strutted legs scrambling astride, and snugged her rump into the pit of the horse’s back, as if she’d hollowed it with her crotch over years of contact. Her eyes snapped about the gaping audience for her earned praise, and we, obeying the eyes, not all that overwhelmed by the spectacle, clapped dutifully, as if the shame would be ours not to give her her due, even though we’d seen better. It was the commanding gleam of the eyes and not the feat that had prompted us to clap. Spurred on by our adulation, she smiled with gold-starred teeth and aligned the horse alongside another, stood, and deftly placed a yellow-soled foot on the back of the other horse while sustaining a canter in time with the herd. The two horses separated and she drew them together with the grip of her toes and balanced with out-stretched arms as she shot that look again, daring us not to clap. It came like a swarm of locusts, fragile and thin and filling, and her penetrating eyes impaled us. They were glittery blue, all that was left of the unusual about her. She was suddenly shaky and wasted, scrambling again to the seat her calloused crotch had molded with a relieved and fractured gaze, wishing for a greater trick with which to wow us. But she was spent, keeping to her circle that went on and on. Finally, she bounced to the sawdust on uncertain feet, opening her arms and bowing, her eyes rending with a mendicant plea. We applauded and forgot her before the next act came.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Sibyl had gone inside the house to change when the first pickup truck of boys arrived. Mostly they were basketball players, friends of P.W.’s and Robert Dale’s, who were still part of the team. Basketball was the only sport at Monroe County High and everybody loved it. Graduated heroes were never forgotten and played against the high school team each spring and fall, bringing all the surrounding communities to the old gym.

         
         
         That evening, P.W. and Robert Dale were almost as close as they used to be, like magnets back to back. Standing before the barbecue pit, they roasted wieners while the younger boys watched. They were sarcastic with each other, often cutting, but familiar, cautiously feeling their way into a corner of friendship.

         
         
         Robert Dale, in a green apron with a C&S bank logo, turned a row of pink plumping wieners on the grate, to expose brown marks on the undersides. P.W. held a long pan and shoved it playfully at Robert Dale. “You boys might not know it,” Robert Dale said to the fellows standing around, “but y’all are lucky. Old P.W. here like to never got out of school—he could still be there playing guard for y’all.”

         
         
         “Yeah,” said P.W., “and look who couldn’t hit the wall, much less a basket.”

         
         
         The boys scattered out, laughing at the older boys—still boys in basketball lingo—whose names were engraved on at least half the trophies in the school case.

         
         
         Another truck load of boys came up, pulling off the drive to the cluster of oaks by the barn. They got out, casual, straggling and proud, and strolled over to the barbecue and spoke to P.W. and Robert Dale, to each other—never “Hey, how are you?” but slapping shoulders and delivering stiff punches in the stomach and snide remarks that unraveled into basketball talk. Still, the best dern team in the district!

         
         
         So far, maybe one out of ten young people present went to our church, which meant that Sibyl had lied about the party being a church party. Maybe, she had thought I’d feel guilty for not helping if she told me it was for the church; and again she was right. But what did she want me there for? I honestly hadn’t lifted a finger to help, so far.

         
         
         A dented blue car came brattling up the road and slowed at the turn-off, girls giggling and the rear fender scraping with Mary Beth Sanders, taciturn and stocky, at the wheel. The car was as banged up as Mary Beth, who played basketball like a football player. Vaulting on crutches from the car and across the yard, her plaster of paris leg cast jutted before her body. She had a fleshy, freckled face, not at all pretty but popular.

         
         
         The five girls who came with her were pretty, tan and wore ribbons on their ponytails. They’d made up their faces to match: mascaraed eyes with clumped lashes, rose-pink lips painted in smiles. Their blue jeans were dark blue and unblemished; Mary Beth’s looked as if they’d been sprayed with turpentine acid, but still the other girls hung around with her. Mary Beth sat on a hay bale, in the midst of the boys, clanking her crutches together.

         
         
         The kitchen door slammed and Sibyl swept out. She was wearing a white cotton shirt with a long denim skirt and tan skin boots. Gobs of gold jewelry: earrings, bracelets, rings, even a huge turquoise at her throat. The strongest fashion—so odd and wrong for the area, the era, the occasion. An over-done, yet fresh appeal. Something a woman couldn’t put her finger on in a million years; something a man would go ape over. Too much perfume. Too much makeup. Too much smile. More in the manner than the clothes or the makeup: a certain jerky self-confidence that made other women shrink. No, not women. We were girls; she was the woman. The only woman there. Eve in the garden of Eden with many Adams. The allure, common enough, was as mysterious as the apple.

         
         
         It wasn’t only me, this time, who was caught squirming under Sibyl’s heel. I could sense it in the other girls. They wandered about and looked bored. And they were bored with all the boys dosing on hay bales and talking basketball. But their eyes shifted too often to Sibyl. Something unbelievable, something extraordinary—to us—Little Town’s ordinary lot of woman.

         
         
         I had the advantage because I’d been exposed early. They had only seen her at church or riding around Little Town in her red convertible. And those were not accurate impressions of the Sibyl on the ranch. Not that Sibyl was ill-at-ease away from Sharpe’s Ranch, but she was more masterful in her own realm, which complemented her mysterious appeal.

         
         
         As she tossed her head back and laughed, I realized that she performed differently for company—same as the first time I met her—and she no longer considered me company. Before that, I hadn’t known why she wanted me around. I decided then and there that my lack of height made her more statuesque, my cute clothes made hers more glamorous, my lack of smartness gave her an extra edge. The prettiest girl ever at Monroe County High being used as a measuring stick for an outsider! I didn’t measure up and I didn’t like it. But what I hated most was not being able to pinpoint what made Sibyl glamorous and worldly and worthy—even on our small scale, the little world of Little Town. I saw the mystified looks pass along the row of other pretty faces that night, which was no doubt mirrored in mine. I wondered if they also knew it was a timed act, that Sibyl was dying, and the ring and the tent and the lights would vanish, leaving only popped balloons and popcorn cones to be blown away by the next wind.

         
         
         But tonight she looked too lively to die. I watched her standing, talking, the sophisticated way she held her elbow with her left hand and a squat glass of Coke with her right—no liquor offered tonight—tipping it gracefully to sip. I swear there was nothing of death on her that night. Her brow was cool and smooth, a little too broad to be perfect. She seemed to have an uncanny ability to separate herself from yesterday and tomorrow, to block all thoughts of cancer and dying. That was the special appeal she had for me then ably holding the moment. I admired her that night, and I would admire her again, but the possibility that she had lied about dying surfaced ever so often, particularly when P.W. started noticing her.

         
         
         She flirted with all the boys, but especially with P.W. She would sidle up to him and snigger secretively. The others seemed hesitant and confused, their intrigue showing only in slips. But P.W.—strutting till I thought he might crow—was dazed. He toasted double marshmallows for her after supper and hung to her like a fire in the cold.

         
         
         Robert Dale stood to the side and poked at the fire, smiling as if he were proud or maybe impotent. And yet Sibyl came off innocent, certainly not seductive, more like the ideal hostess with a celebrity guest. And P.W., poor thing, would have been dull if not for his virility and his basketball fame. I almost felt she was making fun of him, the way she laughed at all his flat jokes.

         
         
         Except for a word or two during a game of Shanghai, he hardly spoke to me. Strolling the other couples up and down the road, Robert Dale, who led the parade, would call out, “Shanghai!” And as the girls moved forward to the next partner, snuggling as they strolled, a two or three minute interval allowed for a snatch at talk, a kiss, or an awkward wait for the next “Shanghai!” to be called. Sibyl and I among them, passing on. I thought we’d outgrown that! Shanghai was what we’d played at Pound parties as school kids: everybody would bring an approximated pound of party food and we’d dance or play Shanghai. How tasteless and downright tacky of Sibyl to pick that game for a party of mixed ages. I knew she justified it as “doing things the young people like”—I think she even said that to me. I felt stupid and ignored, as well as out-of-step. “Shanghai!”

         
         
         After that, P.W. seemed to remember I was around only when he stumbled over my feet, literally. “Oh, Earlene! Hey, Sugar. You having a big time?” Then he followed behind Sibyl in the maze of hay bales placed about the fire. But the most amazing thing of all was how Sibyl treated me like an old best friend, a member of the family.

         
         
         “You know where everything is,” she said, laughing and floating off. “Show Mary Beth and them to the bathroom.”

         
         
         All the other girls went along for something to do, and I guess to see the inside of Sibyl’s house. I knew these girls, many of the cheerleaders, and had never seen them so dull. Only Mary Beth was unbothered, but she had nothing invested in the art of womanliness, no boyfriend, no beauty. She was enviable with her bumbling crutches, an excuse for lack of contrast. The girls tipped to doors and peeked in while waiting their turns in the bathroom. And I took the opportunity to check out the new Miss Monroe County High, June Crosby—too frail and wispy.

         
         
         “I nearly bout slipped down and broke my neck back there,” said Mary Beth, vaulting along the hall from the bathroom and pausing to take in the living room.

         
         
         “Those floors are slick all right,” I said, all at once feeling subjected to the creaking of her crutches in the still house; the way they sounded against the music outside and Sibyl’s high-rankling laughter.

         
         
         “God! This ain’t bad atall!” said Mary Beth, hobbling to the sofa and sinking beside me with a bored sigh. The clank of her crutches filled the void of the house again. Any place without Sibyl seemed a void that night.

         
         
         Mary Beth pressed her hand into the cushion between us, letting it spring back. “You don’t reckon it’s real down, do you?”

         
         
         I shrugged.

         
         
         “Where the devil did they get the cash money for all this?” she asked.

         
         
         “I don’t know,” I said, feeling more relaxed inside than out: it was like letting your hair down after it had been wound tight in a French twist all day.

         
         
         “Little Robert Dale ain’t never had the loot for stuff like this,” she said, comical and alleviating with her lopsided mouth and dry brown hair. Easily identifiable flaws were such a Godsend! Her fat middle rolled up to meet her breasts as she bent forward and poked a finger into the toe of her plaster cast. “I wish I had me a clothes hanger,” she said, gazing about the room, not with interest as much as taking stock.

         
         
         “When will you be able to play basketball again?” I asked.

         
         
         “I got a few more weeks in this thing,” she said, and cracked her hardened knee with her knuckles. “Oughta be off by the time school takes in again.”

         
         
         “I know you’ll be glad.”

         
         
         “Yeah, I reckon.” She sprawled with her bad leg out, one arm folded over the top of her head. “They don’t nobody much come to the girls’ games nohow.” She let it lay—a dead snake.

         
         
         I knew how she felt, how it hurt to use yourself up on something considered generally insignificant. It was my first time feeling that way, and I felt sick.

         
         
         Outside again, the girls began making up excuses to leave. Except for Mary Beth, who’d made herself another hotdog and plopped on a hay bale. “Y’all better get you another hotdog,” she said to the other girls. “Ain’t everyday you get cocoalers and stuff for free.”

         
         
         Everybody else had gone into the barn and were gathered around tables, talking in groups, Sibyl, P.W., and Robert Dale among them. I started to tell P.W. I was going on home but decided not to. Everybody was laughing at some joke Sammy Dee had told, and I didn’t feel like laughing. My head felt fuzzy, white sparkles going off behind my eyes. I was almost to the barn door when Robert Dale came up behind me; he took my arm and smiled, his face drawing close, very close.

         
         
         “You bout wore out?” he asked, keeping step with me.

         
         
         “Yep,” I said. “I’m sorry, I thought I’d just go on home, not bother anybody.”

         
         
         The fire in the barbecue had burned down to a pulsing glow.

         
         
         “I’ll walk you,” Robert Dale said, placing his arm around my waist, his head next to mine, walking toward the dark road.

         
         
         I eased away and he laughed, seeming to catch on that I was thinking about how it used to be with him and me. We didn’t talk. I think if we had, we’d have had to talk about Sibyl, and we couldn’t—not then. Our going-together had been more him than me, and now his feelings had vanished like rain when a front moves through. Sibyl would have that effect on a man. Suddenly, I felt crazy-jealous. So odd! I’d dumped Robert Dale for P.W., not the other way around. He’d never even asked why, and I hoped he never would, because the only answer I could give would be that P.W. was sexier.

         
         
         “Night, sugar,” Robert Dale said at my front door, opening it and waiting for me to go inside.

         
         
         “I’m sorry, Robert Dale,” I said, turning to face him.

         
         
         “What for?” He’d already started to walk off.

         
         
         “For breaking you away from the party.”

         
         
         He laughed and I watched him lope off through the door-shape of light, sloped shoulders rounded, a slight swagger. If I’d said what I started to say—I’m sorry I dumped you for P.W.—I think he’d still have strolled off with a swagger, whistling down the road. Shanghai!

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         I don’t know what time it was when P.W. came in, but I sensed something wrong in the way he undressed. Stripping off his shirt stiffly and letting it fall to the bedroom floor, his breath coming shallow and not caring if I fussed because he didn’t place his clothes on the chair. He sat on the edge of the bed, his side, then lay down, away from me, not at all settling in. We had never slept a night without gluing bodies back to front, each sensing when the other needed to turn—perfect timing, like sleep-dancing—drifting in and out of sleep to make love.

         
         
         I opened my eyes wide. Oh, God, he knows about the dress! No, he couldn’t. Punk? No. If he knew about that he’d be bawling me out for getting myself talked about. That’s how I’d summed up that problem: rubbing all over Punk would mean getting myself talked about. And just who would be doing the talking but Sibyl? Had she said something tonight? The dress wasn’t it. If she had been going to tell him about the dress, it would have been at church, and she hadn’t even mentioned the word “new” that day. “I like your dress,” was woman-talk, meaning the same thing as new. And besides, she couldn’t know I’d charged it.

         
         
         “P.W.” I leaned across him, searching the dark breathing form for his face. “What happened?”

         
         
         “Nothing,” he snapped, measuring breaths.

         
         
         “Don’t give me that!” I tugged him to his back. “What’s this all about?”

         
         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I’m sleepy.” He turned away and bunched his pillow under his head.

         
         
         I sat up, dark deflecting on my eyes.

         
         
         Oh, well, that was Sibyl’s last chance. I did once think how bad I’d feel if she should die that night after I’d been so unfriendly. Surely there was some way to get around having to see her. I’d seen it done all my life: my neighbors called it “sweeping around your own back door” or “minding your own business.” I think they probably never had to put up with a Sibyl before. There was nothing to do but end it with her.

         
         
         I touched P.W.’s side, the rib I was made from, and he jerked free.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 7

         
         
         
         
         At that stage I must have been making resolutions only to break them, but staying away from Sybil’s was not so easy. P.W. went and I tagged along—no longer mad with each other, just crazy. Nothing had been resolved; the mad phase had simply worn itself out. Still, he hadn’t told what happened the night of the cookout. When I asked he said “nothing,” as though it was something, but he had decided to be sweet and let it slide. So did I.

         
         
         I now know that Sibyl wouldn’t have said anything about Punk to P.W. because that would have tipped her hand. If she had, I could have called her a liar and had it out with her then, and P.W. and I might have hacked out our differences and gone on, and Robert Dale might have been freed from his gilded cage. Regardless, P.W. and I were never the same. We still had sex with the mindless constancy of love-bugs, but we didn’t make love anymore. We groped, got satisfied, showered and dressed at the trailer, then went to Sibyl’s. Intimate gatherings at her informal invitations. And although she was aware that I knew her other side, she seldom showed it. The glimpses I got came in wry smiles or in winks—squeezing motions of her eyelids against censoring irises of light—except for the name she dubbed me: “Erlie Girlie.” She’d say it and hug me while P.W. and Robert Dale laughed. She sweetened the slur by nicknaming P.W., “Petie,” and Robert Dale, “Rober’ Dale,” Punk’s and Mae’s pronunciation, but in a playful tone that couldn’t be questioned.

         
         
         P.W. was high on her and she played him like a hand of cards. I thought he was mostly flattered by her attention, but I knew he admired her too. He kept saying she was “different,” how dull most women could be. All the boys who came regularly and rode her horses found her different (the word I want and don’t want is “captivating”). None of the girls ever came back, except Mary Beth, and she came only to eat and to be near Sammy Dee Royals. He never noticed her.

         
         
         I became something of an observer during that period at the beginning of summer, laid-back and drowsy, much like Miss Avie Nell used to be in her slat chaise longue on the porch. Peering through a hazy window—that’s how watching Sibyl felt. At times, I even liked being at Sibyl’s, a certain edgy excitement to her craziness. Her place was like a vacation in a swanky resort. I didn’t have to cook. Also, I found that I’d missed high school. The year-long gulf, which I’d never noticed before, was bridged by those gatherings. I resented the shift of the limelight, true, having always been the prettiest girl in Monroe County, but just being Erlie Girlie in the wings was relaxing for a change.

         
         
         I laid my mind to rest where P.W. was concerned, telling myself that he too liked the excitement of mingling with other people, which we’d given up when we got married. Laughing and cutting up with another couple, hanging out with high school kids. But I couldn’t stop feeling that something was wrong—a nagging guilt deep down of a wrong turn taken—as if we were edging toward a sex orgy and thinking about taking part. But the gatherings were all so innocent, fun and funny, not even a dirty joke told. Everything was funny, that is, except the undercurrents between me and Sibyl. And I couldn’t explain, especially to P.W., what was happening. How can you explain a suspicion of something sinister where there appears to be none

         
         
         When I finally got the courage to try a glass of wine, Sibyl started drinking water. She made a point of walking around with a tall glass of it and glaring at me as if I was a sinner. A few weeks later, the liquor and wine disappeared from the hunt board.

         
         
         Sometimes, all of us were cruel and critical: somebody out of style, somebody poor, or the man down the road who was too thin, his wife too fat. And Sibyl, usually starting it, would go along, then accuse me of being unchristian. She never accused me in front of the others, and they never caught on. When I would tell her off, she’d jump in her car and be gone, easing back a while later to apologize in front of everybody. She’d keep me on her prayer list, she said.

         
         
         One afternoon, while Robert Dale was gone and she was in a mood to bake, she handed me a white wicker basket from the top of the refrigerator and jokingly shooed me out of the kitchen, telling me to go hunt goose eggs for her special brownie recipe. “They won’t rise right without goose eggs,” she said.

         
         
          I stared at her, almost saying, You go, but went anyway while she and P.W. sat drinking root-beer floats at the bar in the kitchen, going because I was too stupid to say no. Going because she was sick and I was well. But I was bristling all the while as I plundered the straw nests along the banks of Bony Branch. The sun was shining. She hadn’t sent me out in the cold dark. Her crazy geese paraded and hissed along the edge of the raveling black water. I threw a rock and they skidaddled. Sibyl had heard that Windsor Palace had geese for security purposes and she’d bought six. The palace had only four, she’d said.

         
         
         I stumped my toe on an oak root as I headed back toward the house, swinging the basket like a little girl. Tugging on the screen door, as though it was stuck, I heard her and P.W. laughing in the living room. I waited, so I wouldn’t disturb them, also to keep from seeming suspicious—to keep from embarrassing them and myself. I just stood there, gripping the handle of the basket and kneeing it in a sort of rhythm.

         
         
         In a few minutes, she came to the door and flipped the latch and laughed. “How did that happen? Oh, well...” Then she turned back to the kitchen as P.W. wandered in from the living room. He was grinning, red-faced, his little finger daintily raised from his glass: his guilty look. Lately, he looked guilty over the least things—if he stopped at the juke on the Florida line before coming home, if his daddy nailed him for not noticing the latest invasion of tobacco horn worms, if he told me he loved me...

         
         
         I began to doubt my own perceptions. I kept getting those isolated glimpses of her—the real Sibyl—while everybody else seemed to see what she showed them. Except Aunt Birdie, who was at that stage talking in riddles if she talked at all, but I was in too deep with Sibyl to hang around Aunt Birdie and risk her homing in on my turning. I realize now that no one in Little Town ever believed in Sibyl, anymore than they did in ghosts, both equally transparent and ephemeral. She controlled the church with her strong brand of charm, became president of the Women’s Missionary Union. They accepted her because it would be unchristian to reject her. And because it would be but for a season.

         
         
         The choir, mostly made up of lil’ ole ladies, stuttered over fancy new hymns, heads bent to study the new choir books bought by Sibyl, while Miss Effie picked out the complex arrangements at the piano. Even during spring revival, when the Baptists and Methodists swapped choirs, our choir failed to make the sour notes sweet. But the Methodists were impressed with the effort, with the new hymns only Sibyl could sing. You could tell they wanted her, and Miss Lavenia would gladly have given her to them.

         
         
         The choir had always tolerated Miss Lavenia’s special screech trailing on “Amazing Grace.” Even the Methodists had grown used to the grating sound. I’d always thought it was a special effect, she’d sung it with such rapturous confidence. One hard look from Sibyl, when Miss Lavenia fouled the new hymns, and she quit. If Sibyl had been critical of everybody who hit a sour note, she’d have been left singing a solo. I knew I couldn’t sing, so I’d quit when Sibyl started. I probably would have quit anyway, to be honest, because I was having trouble keeping up with the garden—putting up vegetables in a race with P.W.’s mama to fill up my freezer first—and my new social life. Thursday nights, choir practice nights, I took off from Sibyl and the freezer to sit around the house.

         
         
         But the town knew Sibyl was passing-fancy; she would come and go like others before her. They would endure. They were never really swayed. Her following was of the very young and naive. And she was necessary, the town elders seemed to suggest, to teach us of the nuisances we would invaribly run into. At times, I believed Sibyl would die; they doubted it, or maybe thought of course she could die—we all could. So what? We had a whole cemetery near the Withlacoochee River bridge that needed expanding. Sibyl was part of the cycle of life and life would go on.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Sibyl no longer came to our house—again no explanations and none expected. Early one hot Friday morning, she called to invite me to go with her to the Slurry Lake pavilion.

         
         
         As usual on Fridays, I’d planned to take Mama and Aunt Birdie to Tallahassee. I didn’t know why shopping trips had to be on Fridays, unless they’d picked up the habit from some of the pulp-wooders’ and loggers’ wives, who had to go into town on Fridays to get their husbands’ pay checks and go to the grocery store. But the clock in the tower of the old Tallahassee courthouse could have been set by our routine: off to the downtown Jew stores at ten, we would mosey along the block toward the courthouse square till 11:30, then cross Broad Street to eat dinner at King’s Grill. The Friday Special: buttered grits, sweetened cole slaw, and oniony fried hushpuppies that tasted like the mullet—salty, browned, fishy filets, ruffled around the edges. When the dinner whistle gonged at 12:00, we’d be sipping syrupy iced tea.

         
         
         But on that lazy Friday morning of Sibyl’s call, I wanted to go with her to Slurry Lake where the music glimmered with the sun across the lake. Mama and Aunt Birdie could wait till tomorrow or Monday. They should learn to drive, or Daddy should take them, not drag out some moth-eaten excuse about how he hated to go anywhere. He needed to get out, do him good.

         
         
         I called Mama to tell her I couldn’t go, half-expecting her to question me about why and give me a good excuse to snap at her. But she said fine, she didn’t really need to go anyway. She would wash sheets and hang them in the sun. I didn’t call Aunt Birdie because she might guess I was going with Sibyl. I didn’t know why I didn’t want her to know, but I was tired of feeling guilty. I needed a day off and I wanted an early suntan. Sibyl pulled up and honked her car horn, light and jaunty toots in time with the song on the radio—”Big Girls Don’t Cry,” by the Four Seasons. She was wearing a tailored white tunic over a white swimsuit and her long tan legs glistened in the sun. Her gold hair was sun-bleached in strands and caught up in a ponytail, not too high or too low, just classy. She was more striking that day than I’d ever seen her, riding high in her red convertible with the top pleated back. I made myself taller by perching on a crooked leg with the wind whipping at my broomsage hair. As we passed Moore’s store, facing the Little Town courtyard, Mr. Len and Mr. Taft waved from their bench out front. We waved back, then stared ahead at the ribbon of gravel running in the sun.

         
         
         Big girls don’t cry, Big girls don’t cry,

         
         
         Big-ig girls, they don’t cry-yi-yi, they don’t cry,

         
         
         Big-ig girls, don’t cry—that’s just an alibi—Big girls don’t cry, big girls don’t cry, big girls don’t cry...

         
         
         I looked in the rearview mirror at the crossing with its blinking red light that nobody heeded. At the post office next door to the store, which doubled as a library: when Miss Nona, the librarian, had replaced her elderly father as postmistress, she had moved the books from the courthouse to the post office. The books, like the new brick courthouse and post office, were property of the State, as were the sidewalks unreeling in the sun for children’s skates and bicycles to zip alongside the zooming traffic of 122, north-bound for the dip at Walton Creek.

         
         
         If not for the State we’d still have had dirt roads. The county didn’t believe in change anymore than they believed in Sibyl Sharpe and her way of doing things, but they’d hauled fill-dirt to level aged ruts in front of her house anyway. No one knew why, anymore than I knew why I was riding west in her brand-new car, looking back at my hometown like a stranger.

         
         
         Set among the old clapboard store and the steep-roofed Masonic Lodge at the crossing, the flat-top courthouse and post office looked like the start of a new town with new rules. The courthouse was for work now, since the ancient, white, two-story building had been torn down. It had been used for revivals when the outlying hamlets joined each spring, and for weddings, even the courtroom upstairs, dusty and hollow, transformed for festive occasions. We rarely held court, except under the guise of prosecuting bootleggers, once in a blue moon, who had been nabbed by revenuers and let go when they turned their backs and hightailed it out of Monroe County.

         
         
         Local politicians had been forced to take to the bench in front of Moore’s store after the old courthouse porch had been taken down. The lumber still lay under Web Holmes’ hay shelter to prevent waste. If anyone needed boards for a bookshelf or a chicken coop, they helped themselves. It was, after all, our tax money that had built the courthouse in the first place.

         
         
         Somehow we kept the old school, a couple of blocks east, when the State went on its new-brick spending spree. The school house, lofty and sprawling, was built of red bricks (probably what saved it from sure destruction) and served as primary, elementary and high school combined. If it was good enough for our elders, it was good enough for us. No one had told them yet that they should want us to have better.

         
         
         I’d never considered us peculiar until I saw us that day in the rearview mirror of Sibyl’s car. We’d heard all our lives that we were one of the least populated counties in Florida, license plate tag number 180, space-abundant and people-scarce. When we’d gone away to basketball games, we’d waved our red and black banners from the school bus windows, never aware or caring that we might be considered quaint.

         
         
         Few locals ever left the county after high-school graduation, and few strangers came to live there. If they did, they didn’t stay long. Not that they were unwelcome, they simply didn’t fit in. They could not abide our quaint mores’ and motives. We welcomed them warmly, and just as warmly told them goodbye, going on with our little-town routines.

         
         
         Sibyl was passing through.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Slurry Lake was tucked in the pinewoods between Tallahassee and Monticello, the only place to swim if you weren’t a member of a country club or didn’t own your own pool. Unless you went to one of the Florida beaches, a day’s trip there and back. So, when the public schools let out for the summer, the old wooden pavilion, set lengthwise on the upslope of shore, would be brimming with teenagers and children from the surrounding counties.

         
         
         Inside, pinball machines lined a whole wall, their thumps and rings as regular as a pulse; the high mineral smell of boat oil on water drifting through the large open windows that ran whole wall spans of the single long room. Music from the jukebox non-stop, like the non-stop squeals and laughter, like the non-stop crank of the turnstile between the dance hall and the lake, a grinding sound followed by a settling clack. A wooden pier elled onto the lake, with a high-dive and a regular diving board, the paying swimmers contained within a crib of clear aqua water.

         
         
         Sibyl dropped her white tunic on the sandy shore and waded in, looking over the crowd as she stood thigh-deep and squirted water through her fists. Creeping out toward the deepening-green tiers of water, till it shuddered beneath her chin, she began to swim toward the end of the pier where the high-dive stood against the merging lake and sky, beryl at its bounds.

         
         
         I felt almost sorry for her, watching her check out the young crowd: the cutsy trendiness of the dolled girls; the gutsy awkwardness of the boys—all out of her league. At least I was young enough to share the girls’ tendencies toward pimples and ballooned buttocks from too many French fries, their shave rashes on mottled legs. Swimming in Sibyl’s wake, I watched her climb the ladder to the pier and sit on the edge, splashing water with her toes. Her white one-piece swimsuit glared in the sun and looked odd in the midst of cheap, boy-legged swimsuits. The music did seem to glimmer across the water, just as I’d imagined, but Sibyl being there took the fun out of it. She looked ridiculous with her toes pointed in a put-on pose, but she also looked vulnerable.

         
         
         “Tired?” I asked, paddling around her, then grabbing hold of the pier.

         
         
         “No, not really,” she said, staring at the sky above the pitch of the pavilion roof.

         
         
         I could see death in her cracked-glass eyes, again little more than tiredness, that straining-to-rest look she wore so well. Aware by that time, I knew that with a flick of her smart head, the tired look would vanish and she would shine. But for now—that rare nugget, now, for which I seemed always to be panning, feeling it slide through my fingers—I climbed up and sat beside her, staring off with her at the sun-blared sky.

         
         
         A lifeguard in skimpy black trunks strutted along the pier in our direction, pushing screaming girls over the side. He was as bronze and smooth as a courthouse statue, his molded flesh and sinew a strain on believability. Powerful and proud and slickened with oil like wet clay. His hair was brown, peroxide-gold in streaks. All tall and brawn and oozing arrogance.

         
         
         When he got to me, I glowered at him and shook my head. I knew he thought I was cute and I liked playing games and no man that well-made was made of anything real. I didn’t want my hair to get wet.

         
         
         Long clean feet curling gracefully on the slats, boards giving with slight screaks in tribute, he bypassed me for Sibyl, a smile playing on his symmetricle face.

         
         
         She looked up and smiled, all her thick teeth dazzling in her sunned face. Her hands glinted with too many rings to distinguish the wide gold wedding band at a glance. He sat on the other side of her, as if he’d intended it all along but had to clear the pier of bothersome children. The girls in the water sputtered and giggled as they scrambled toward the pier, watching him.

         
         
         Sibyl stroked Coppertone oil on her luminous skin, and if anybody had been drowning, they’d have been shit out of luck, as P.W. would say, because the lifeguard’s hot gaze was fixed on Sibyl.

         
         
         “Do my back,” she said to me, handing me the bottle of oil.

         
         
         I was jealous, then—and I’m not sure that’s the right word, because I wasn’t smarting; if anything I was laughing at myself, at how sure I’d been of my power over boys. Besides, up close, the lifeguard’s face was peeling, and he couldn’t hold a candle to P.W. I did wonder if he noticed Sibyl’s hunched shoulders, the dime-sized freckles on her back, if he noticed my shoulders, how true, how smooth and boneless was my back.

         
         
         “Get my shoulders,” she said to me. She was from Orlando, she told him. He was from Tallahassee, just graduated from high school and planned to go to medical school. “Oh?” she said.

         
         
         Well, she was from Orlando. I capped the bottle.

         
         
         His name was Robert but she could call him Bob. “Bob,” she repeated as if she learned fast. “Oh, this is Erlie,” she added, cutting her hazel eyes at me. I waited for her to add “Girlie,” but she didn’t.

         
         
         “Hi!” he said, ducking to speak, and I said “Hi,” watching his reflection break on the boat-chopped water below.

         
         
         I got up and lay face-down across the hot planks, watching a green slit of water shimmer between the crack. Their talk sank beneath the laughter and squeals of the other swimmers, while the music and the waves lapped under the pier. A motor boat roared past on the other side of the pier and the waves clapped, burbling it its wake.

         
         
         Listening to the distant murmurs that didn’t matter and those that did, I felt mellow and sad. Mellow where the fingers of sun traced P.W.’s touch that morning. His daddy was probably fit to be tied for him holding up tobacco-gathering one whole hour. First light, up and at ‘um—his daddy’s motto. I smiled at the slip of green water where sand shifted grain by grain, and it was like seeing time move.

         
         
         Sibyl’s whiny voice somehow linked P.W., his touch, me and time—not in that order—even the water, which was deep, but looked shallow because it was clear, the shifting sand that layered the same as it washed. I started to get up but I was afraid—afraid of Sibyl. Her whine sliced through me. So, I rode with the colossal waves in my minute strip of green, floating, drowsing in the familiar sounds reminiscent of well-being, of a place, of a time, of a song. Secure, charmed by the motionless depth now, I separated her whine like an egg.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         When I woke up, I thought at first that I’d only dozed, but the sun had sank to behind the pavilion on its hill of sand. I turned to look for Sibyl and the lifeguard and they were gone. I sat up and checked out the swimmers and those nooning on the pier, all the way up to the entrance of the pavilion. No white swimsuit, no bronze suit of skin.

         
         
         I had to get home and fix supper. The skin on my back stung, and I figured I’d been cursed with a one-sided sunburn. I decided to go inside the pavilion, where she had to be, and followed the pier to the concrete walk leading up the shore. At the sheltered entrance, some teenage boys were throwing ice from snow-cones at a group of girls, who dodged and squealed and covered their look-alike heads. I pushed through the turnstile and went inside, stopping to let my eyes adjust to the dim room. Blasts of jukebox music and pinball knocks caused a skirmish in my head, a roaring that made my ears clog. Rows of booths fingered out from the windowed walls each side of the dance floor. I checked each booth for Sibyl. A young couple, scrunched together in one of the seats, was sharing a hotdog and some French fries, and I felt the first claws of hunger inside.

         
         
         I sat in an empty booth next to a screened window facing the parking lot and tried to figure where Sibyl could be. And it hit me that if she was really gone, her car would be gone too. Sparkles of red kept bursting before my ears; my thinking was delayed. I looked out where she had parked, and in place of her red convertible sat a blue Mustang.

         
         
         “My God!” I said. “She’s left without me.” I got up and went to the front door to look again, as if a window screen might have screened the truth. She had really gone! Somebody put a nickel in the jukebox and the music blared again, a fast song. None of those young people even looked at me. I felt old enough to be their mother, but not old enough to be on my own.

         
         
         A new crowd in fresh sun dresses and shorts shuffled in for the evening—dancing, talking, eating. I wandered back to my booth, stopping along the way at a water fountain. My money was in the car and I thought I might starve. I always got thirsty when the water was off at home. I’d give Sibyl thirty minutes, then I was calling home. That meant calling Daddy to come get me because P.W. would still be at work.

         
         
         After thirty minutes, I made it an hour, then two. If I called Daddy, Mama and Aunt Birdie would know I’d chosen to go with and be dumped by Sibyl, rather than go shopping with them. Also, if Daddy picked me up, I’d feel like a baby.

         
         
         I watched the sun hover in the pines and filter through the window screen, with a dusting of twilight along the curvy dirt road that led to the pavilion. When the sun wallowed behind the pines, I spotted the red convertible gliding up the road then pulling into the parking lot. I stood to go, then sat again when I saw that a man was driving. Then I recognized Sibyl’s golden hair on the passenger side and Bob the lifeguard driving. I stamped out the door, headed for the car. I guess I thought they’d jump or something, but they ignored me and talked on, sitting in the car, while I leaned against the hood. The engine was ticking hot, and the hood felt warm on my arms; my face and back were burning up. They both got out and she walked behind the car to get to the driver’s side. Dressed now in blue jeans and a white t-shirt, he started to walk away.

         
         
         “Bob, wait a minute,” she called, and he strolled back—boyish now and strangely familiar to me. She slid a dog tag on a beaded chain over her hair, flipping it underside-up, and handed the chain to him. He walked backwards to the pavilion, smiling as he slipped the chain over his own head.

         
         
         She started the car, and I got in, slamming the door.

         
         
         “Well, I hope you had a good time,” she snapped.

         
         
         “What?” I couldn’t believe her tone—her tone of accusation, this time, not words. Hot spider legs crept up my spine.

         
         
         She drove fast, staring straight ahead with her strong jaw set, her bottom lip pursed—a fake pose of confidence that she’d bested me again? She took the deep, shady curve around the lake, without slowing, with an air of expectancy that belied that look.

         
         
         I couldn’t take my eyes off that tanned bisque face. Had I mistaken what she’d said again—how she’d said it? Maybe she really meant she hoped I’d had a good time. I started shaking my head. No, I knew what she said and how she’d said it. She was blaming me for falling asleep, for making her wait, in case I should tell. I went crazy.

         
         
         “You’re not dying,” I blurted. “If you were, you’d be getting yourself right.” I didn’t say “right with God,” though I thought about the sign on a tree at Walton Creek with its missing “G.”

         
         
         She started singing, nasal and low, glancing off at a dusky field along the straightaway toward home. A field bordered by woods where dark would come stalking like a panther. The song wasn’t anything I’d heard before—mostly she was humming—no popular song and I think she was only making it up, singing to drown me out. I didn’t let that stop me. And sometimes I’d touch on the truth, and when I did it would show in a tiny hollow above her right eyebrow.

         
         
         “You’re the biggest liar and hypocrite I’ve ever met,” I shouted. My lungs filled with the scent of cooling earth and ached. I lifted my face to let the wind blow at my hot eyes. “You take me for a fool—all of us. Robert Dale’s never been the same since he met you.”

         
         
         She started rapping on the steering wheel with her rings and singing louder—a song in narrative. I didn’t get the drift; I didn’t try. “Why’d you wear that old dress on Easter?” I said.

         
         
         “Why did you?” she said.

         
         
         I was shocked that she’d spoken; but then she went on humming and fiddling with rearview mirror. I decided to skip the petty business and go for the gut truth. “Because a new dress is beside the point of Easter.”

         
         
         She looked confused—around the eyes—and I was glad. But the joy I got from the spring of truth was spoiled. What if she was dying? My tongue wouldn’t stop.

         
         
         “I don’t know what happened that night after the cookout to make P.W. mad with me, but we’re doing good now. And you better stay out of it.”

         
         
         We were at that point passing P.W.’s folks’ home-place, a rundown farmhouse with oaks in the yard and fields of rank green corn and tobacco surrounding it. I thought I spied his mama out back, picking peas from her garden, bent like a broken scarecrow. I hated picking peas with her, always dreaded every visit with her and Mr. Buck, but I wished I was there now. Sibyl drove on, the road lonesome, gray and twisting.

         
         
         “You have no class, Erlie-honey,” she said, turning on the radio. “Not an ounce.”

         
         
         I could taste the brass of hate. “The only claim you have to class, Sibyl, is buying and dying.” Another bosh shot?

         
         
         A hollow formed above her brow again and her face went white. Pleased as I was, I bit my tongue.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Whether or not I’d handled her right, at least I’d handled her, which was better than I’d been doing.

         
         
         She didn’t drive me home. She didn’t speak to me again. She parked under her carport, and I got out. I walked along the road in the thickening buzz of locusts and dusk with a calmness I can’t explain except to say I felt light, my lips tingled.

         
         
         I cut up, floured and fried chicken in less than an hour; usually it took at least two, and generally by the time I got around to cooking chicken, it would be half-rotten in the refrigerator and I’d have to bury it in the backyard.

         
         
         Only one piece burned that night—a thigh with a charred patch on the brown crust. Maybe I was finally getting cooking down pat. I went to take a bath. My blistered back was beginning to draw, and looking in the mirror, I saw that my face was stained red on one side, drained white on the other. I looked bad and knew I’d look worse when I started to peel. Still, getting into the shower, I felt good, and getting out I felt better. I turned on the radio and smeared Noxema on the burns I could reach. I’d have P.W. finish my back when he came in, and I’d tell him everything, make him see the real Sibyl. But when he didn’t come in by nine o’clock, I got less eager and more worried. Thrown off by what-ifs. What if the tractor had overturned on top of him? What if he’d wrecked his pickup, driving as fast he always drove? What if he’d had a fight with his daddy and was off sulking and drinking at the county line?

         
         
         Knowing he’d have stopped by his mama’s house before starting home, I called Miss Eular. I dreaded worrying her; she was such an edgy woman, and if he was all right, he’d get on to me for bothering her and “telling on him” for coming in late. I played up to her in a high cheery voice: “I just got in...,” I said. “Oh?” she said. Had I cooked supper for her only son? (She didn’t say that, but I knew she was thinking it.) “Just wondered if he came by?” I said. “How come?” (You know he did, he always does, and what’s going on?) She said all that in two little words: How come?

         
         
         “I was just wondering,” I said.

         
         
         “He did but he’s done gone, early on,” she said.

         
         
         “Thank you, Miss Eular.” I hung up on the questioning silence.

         
         
         In a few minutes, the phone rang, but it was only Miss Eloise, my neighbor, calling to share her tip on watering down an off-brand of shampoo. Finally, I told her I had to go but I’d try the shampoo tip.

         
         
         By eleven o’clock, I was frantic. I’d been through all the what-ifs again and added some, torn between being worried, mad and suspicious. I looked at some magazines and did my toe nails, then lay face down on the couch with my burning back up.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie’s voice spirited into my living room: A woman shore does a lot of waiting. The remark had stuck because it was her sole revelation about personal trouble between her and her husband, Pap—dead going on five years—and because it was the truth. A woman sure did do a lot of waiting. The statement had also stuck in my head because she’d said it to me, not to Mama or Miss Lettie with me in earshot, and her saying it to me meant I was a woman now, a waiting woman. She had told how Uncle Pap and Emmet Moore, who used to own the grocery store in Little Town, would get to drinking and go out riding with a girl they called “Candy Block,” known to be “loose.” Emmet Moore had bought a new Ford convertible (the same one parked in my backyard) and they’d be gone for days. Evidently, Aunt Birdie would wait; she never got to the point, if there was a point, but she told how she’d waited and had been too ashamed to go even to the post office. A woman shore does a lot of waiting had been her before-marriage talk to me.

         
         
         Earlier, I had turned on the radio, listening to music that kept running into news—more on the Vietnam war, how many Americans had died that day, names of places as distant to me as old-age. At twelve o’clock, I turned it off, beyond worry, beyond mad, numb and perking my ears for the sound of P.W.’s pickup slowing on the highway and turning off on our road. I knew exactly how it would sound speeding up to our trailer, glass-pack mufflers crying then dying at the back door. Pacing, I started thinking, linking thoughts: where would he go? where did he usually go? Lately, nowhere but to work or to Sibyl’s. My scalp prickled—a signal I trusted to alert me to snakes under foot and lightning close by.

         
         
         I went out the kitchen door and gazed across my yard to hers, bright as moonlight under the four security lights hung from the oaks. I could see a pickup parked beside the house, on the outside of the carport, but I couldn’t tell whether it was P.W.’s blue truck or Robert Dale’s green one—the fake moon-glow of the lights turned everything gray. Squinting, I crept down the steps and across my yard, toward her house, my eyes never leaving the gray truck, until I got close enough to make out a ding on the right door where P.W. had kicked it a few months ago.

         
         
         Relief poured over me, then anger. I started back to our trailer, getting madder. Why hadn’t he at least called? Why had he gone there when he knew I was home? I could understand how he might have thought I’d be there and stopped by, but to stay when I was home... I ran up the trailer doorsteps and into the kitchen. At the stove, I dumped the peas and chicken and rice and rolls into the big pot full of chicken grease, went again to the door and slung the gumbo to the grass, losing the pot too.

         
         
         “I could kill you, P.W.!” I hollered. “I’m sick of this!” I hated him more than I’d ever loved him. The after-ring of my voice and the clattering pots vibrated the trailer, made it feel hollow and flimsy as a playhouse. In a few minutes, I heard his truck start next door, and I headed for the couch, curling into a tight trembling ball.

         
         
         He stomped up the back doorsteps, pausing to look at the strewn food. Then he walked into the kitchen, looking askance at the gravy he’d tracked on the green and white tiles. When he got to the living room, he stopped and stared at me.

         
         
         “Where have you been?” I asked, trying to remember simple words I’d learned when I was two, but the thundering in my head muddled them.

         
         
         “At Robert Dale and them’s,” he said and sailed his cap with the fertilizer emblem through the charged air to his throne, the recliner.

         
         
         “Doing what?” I asked.

         
         
         “I bet you ain’t got the least notion, have you?”

         
         
         “What?” I stood up; my hair did too.

         
         
         He was dirty and dusty, straight from the fields. His blue eyes bluer in his gray-coated face. One knee, cocked before him, stuck out through a tear in his jeans. He looked pitiful and abused, and I was the abuser, the infidel who had slit his pants.

         
         
         “Oh, no,” I said, staying in that one spot. “She’s not going to do that to me, not this time. Just let me tell you all about sweet Sibyl.”

         
         
         “I’d be ashamed of myself if I was you, Earlene,” he said, shaming me with his eyes. “She told me and Robert Dale all about what you did.”

         
         
         “She what?”

         
         
         He started for the bathroom, passed right by me, mumbling something remarkably fresh and relevant: “And her dying of a rare blood...”

         
         
         I was spared the final word by the shower’s drum roll on the thin stall walls. “Rare,” I said. Trying to make sense of something, I started walking, going nowhere really but toward the back door, for what reason I couldn’t say, only going and the door happened to be open, a convenience. I went through it, then through the mush of food on the grass. That damned Bermuda grass! Big Girls do cry...

         
         
         Big Girls do Cry

         
         
         Big Girls do cry

         
         
         Crying and feverish, I was off to Sibyl’s, gliding toward the lights of the house that changed faces like its mistress. The moss in the oaks embossed eerie shadows on the yard in the fake moon-glow. A whitish film on the red paint.

         
         
         Before I got to the carport, I saw the back door open and Robert Dale push the screen wide and turn to reach behind him. Sibyl, wan and stooped, held his arm and stepped out, then stood a minute to wrap herself, as if she was cold on that hot summer night. Robert Dale opened the car door and she slid in ahead, her lambent hair going dull.

         
         
         I stepped behind one of the oaks and watched as he got in beside her and started the car, then circled out to the road. Frozen, I kept my eyes on the red tail lights accented in the dark along the dirt road to the highway.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         That night I lay on the couch, listening to P.W.’s sleep-breathing in our bedroom, waiting for Robert Dale to come and tell us it was finished; seeing, as I dozed, the red house vanish and the old house rise and our starting over.

         
         
         The next morning the telephone woke me with a startling trill I wasn’t used to when sleeping in the bedroom. I could feel the trailer was vacant, could smell the stale grease of last night’s frying. Sunlight through the front wall of windows filled every space. I stumbled toward the phone on the opposite wall, glad it was over, and got ready to comfort Robert Dale.

         
         
         “Yes?” I said, lifting the receiver and waiting through a holocaust of silence on the other end. It should be this way, I thought, a pause before the grand announcement. “Erlie? Is that you?” Sibyl’s mocking voice, her laugh.

         
         
         I must have said something, but I only remember the receiver cold in my hand, like the wrung neck of a mean rooster.

         
         
         “Erlie, I just wanted to call you up and let you know I’ve put everything behind us. Are you still there?”

         
         
         “Yes,” I said, sitting on P.W.’s throne and stretching the telephone cord taut.

         
         
         “Did anybody tell you I’m in the hospital?” She waited for me to answer.

         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         
            
            “Well, I am,” she said, going on in a high-happy tone.

            
            
            The sun scrolled up with flecks of dust and skin I could feel sloughing.

            
            
            “Bob, my doctor, is pumping me full of antibiotics and glucose. Said I just got too much sun yesterday, you know.” She paused again.

            
            
            I thought about Bob-the-lifeguard and Bob-the-doctor, first-name basis and all that rot. I started to bring yesterday up but knew it was as pointless as the Easter dress.

            
            
            “Well, anyhow I just wanted to do my part,” she said, “and let you know where I am in case you need me. Let’s just forget yesterday, okay?”

            
            
            “Okay,” I said in a dead voice.

            
            
            “I forgive you. Bye, now.” The phone clicked and something clicked in my head: whether she died today or tomorrow or never died had nothing to do with me. Oh yeah, I might traipse over there with my dumb husband—I would and I did—but I would never feel guilty again for hating her. I felt born to hate her, just as we were both born to die.

            
            
         

         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         When Sibyl got home she acted as if nothing had changed, but everything had for me and P.W. He treated me like he hated me at first—avoiding me, staying out nights, coming home only to sleep. Finally, he started coming home every other night or so to eat supper, which I’d kept cooking regardless. I was civil; he was cold. Inside I was raging, rabid with what I now knew but didn’t know how to make anybody else know—what to do with what had come clear to me through the haze around Sibyl. Too, I honestly thought somehow P.W. and I would make up and put an end to our fighting. Aunt Birdie always said that even a cow’s tail has an end. Maybe that’s why I went to Sibyl’s again when she invited me, why we became a foursome again. Also, I felt that to know Sibyl—what she was up to—and not fight back at that point was smarter. I wasn’t defeated, only retrenching for the final battle.

         
         
         Sibyl seemed oddly more subdued after she got home from the hospital than when she was there, sick or whatever. Less animated; she was almost lovely, wan and toned-down, inconspicuously steadying herself against a wall until her very silence drew our attention. Robert Dale would jump up and lead her to a chair and she’d push him away. She would shake her head bravely, then end up leaning into him after all.

         
         
         One night, after we’d finished eating, she got up from the table, enviably thinner, and left the room.

         
         
         Robert Dale watched her go, gazing where she’d walked across the floor as though she’d left muddy tracks. “She doesn’t have long,” he said and bowed his head. His cowlick, whorled on the crown, made him look pathetic.

         
         
         “Ain’t no law says they can’t be wrong.” P.W.’s jaw twitched, his eyes fixed on a congealing scrap of fat pared from his steak.

         
         
         “I don’t look for it,” said Robert Dale, listening to the hollow tread of her steps on the second floor.

         
         
         I knew they expected me to follow, to check on her, but I sat and watched each of their faces grow stale with her absence and relished not having been swayed into my usual spring-board compassion. I smiled sweetly. Truth was, I could have killed her if she hadn’t been already dying.

         
         
         “You reckon there’s any truth to Emmet Allen running for sheriff again next term?” P.W. was picking his teeth.

         
         
         Robert Dale laughed. “I wouldn’t figger him for that big a fool.”

         
         
         P.W. jabbed his toothpick into the crescent of fat. “You never can tell,” he said. “Sheriff Walker has been in just about long enough to run up enough enemies to turn the table.”

         
         
         In 1961, I’d gone with Robert Dale to the courthouse in Little Town to help bury the defeated politicians to make up for having gone with P.W. to the Future Farmers banquet the Friday night before. Paybacks that cost.

         
         
         The rain had relaxed to a drizzle that March Monday night, having all day soused the heads of voters scurrying in and out of the new courthouse to cast ballots for the county commissioners, the board of education and the sheriff.

         
         
         Robert Dale had been excited that night, his usually pale face brightened by the pine torches he’d passed out to the crowd from the stack on back of his pickup. Handing one to me, he’d stepped into the mob of rowdy men, women and children, relighting dampened torches from his own. Everything took on a reddish cast: the rain-glazed leaves of the live oaks, the white clapboard front of Moore’s store across the road. The darkness itself, wreathed in smoke, deflected the flares, and the heavy odor of burning pine tar pressed down on the muggy air. At the crossing, the single traffic light mirrored on the wet streets like glass. The torches hissed and flared in the drizzle against a background of jeering, moiling strangers whose sane faces I saw everyday. The mock burials, though in jest, never failed to seem sadistic. I’d heard so many stories of cross-burnings by the Ku Klux Klan on the courthouse square, a decade before, that somehow I’d begun to link them with the burials. Those savage nights in a patch of firelight where familiar faces became those of strangers.

         
         
         As the torches flared along the sidewalk, creating rickrack borders of red, Mr. Sam, our neighbor, jaunted out through the breezeway of the flat modern courthouse with his florid face lit by flames. Crossing the square of lawn to the pine platform, he struggled up with one hand on his knee while the crowd shouted for the election results.

         
         
         Robert Dale laced his fingers with mine and squeezed; I returned the squeeze and wondered what kind of signal I’d sent. Neither of us had taken much interest in the election: Chester Hughes would serve as effectively as Spike Thomas for county commissioner. Emmett Allen would enforce our diluted laws as well as Sheriff Walker. Who cared? But shy as Robert Dale was, he loved a crowd, maybe because he could blend.

         
         
         “Y’all hush up now, so I can give you what you come for,” hooted Mr. Sam through a megaphone of hands. His green plaid shirt took on a purplish tint in the reddish light. “Lemme see,” he said, squinting at the sheet of paper in his hand, then holding it up to a torch lifted to the edge of the platform. “Well, folks, looks like Sheriff Walker’ll be going back in.”

         
         
         “Somebody put our some money!” a man behind me hooted.

         
         
         The crowd clapped, a couple of them booing.

         
         
         “Y’all reckon y’all can put up with old Spike a while longer?” Mr. Sam hollered above the racket, lifting both arms.

         
         
         They clapped again, some of the torches floated off and back. A few disappointed sighs.

         
         
         Robert Dale squeezed my hand again, and I looked at his radiant face, thinking how he didn’t really care, how he loved a winner, how I loved him. I wished he was my brother.

         
         
         The crowd got restless during the announcement of the same old slate of names for board of education.

         
         
         “Now, y’all have at ‘em!” Mr. Sam crept down from the platform with his shoulders scrunched as though to duck a hail of gravel.

         
         
         Robert Dale dropped to his knees, molding a grave between two others, greedily raking sand with his arms from the piles each side. Somebody handed him a pair of black boots and he punched the boot tops, soles up, in the foot of the mound. Somebody else passed a tobacco pipe for Robert Dale to stab into the head of the grave. Emmett Allen’s cap, snatched from his thatch of wild hair, was placed above it. I eased forward and set a cracked vase of dead flowers before the cap.

         
         
         Still kneeling, Robert Dale leveled the sand on the sidewalk at the foot of the grave, and like a child, he began writing with a stick: “1961, Emmett Allen.”

         
         
         Stepping back from the dying pandemonium to look at the line of fresh graves, my eyes smarting from the smoke, I thought about what Aunt Birdie had said about death being like the sun, too strong to look at.

         
         
         I was doing the impossible with Sybil.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            * * * * *

            
            
         

         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         PART THREE

         
         

         

         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 8

         
         
         
         
         When I saw trucks with trailers pull up to the barn and the horses led out and hauled away, I didn’t think it was the end of Sibyl; I thought it was the beginning of a new phase. It was. For both of us.

         
         
         Everything went that was accessory to Sharpe’s ranch, except the barn. The corral was leveled and the hoof-spade dirt sprigged with centipede, which had to be irrigated because of that dry July. From the corral, sloping to Bony Branch, a woods plot was cleared of myrtle and gallberries, leaving a few scrub-oaks and pines importantly encased in wooden frames.

         
         
         Punk, who was back at work for Sibyl after a few weeks off in the gum woods, hauled off load after load of burned rubble. At first, he acted perky and interested, sorting through charred pots, blasted jars and splintered mirrors to take home with him, but as Sibyl came out to boss him, he soon took on his old cowering pose. Dressed in a white voile dress and a straw hat with a broad brim, trimmed in lavender ribbon, she looked like a model in a Victorian magazine. Four carpenters came and built a latticed gazebo on the banks of the unclogged branch, and over the stream of surly black water they put up an arched footbridge that led into the ferny woods. After painting the bridge and the gazebo white, they painted the house a wintry gray, two coats to cover the red. (Miss Louise called me and asked if I could tell from where I was if that was gray paint or shadows creeping up the sides of Sibyl’s house. I said it was paint. She said Lavenia bet her a nickel it was shadows, thanks.)

         
         
         White shutters accented the windows, with a new window added, a spacious bay on the front that gave the blocky shell house more character. The barn, which I’d guessed would stay, was painted gray too, then landscaped with boxwoods. The inside of the barn, after all traces of manure and hay had been shoveled into trucks, was as empty as my imagination.

         
         
         I only watched as the contents of the house were scooped out and refilled with traditional furniture and the walls washed down with tones of yellow and ivory. The carport became a sunroom with white wicker furniture, card tables and books. Lots of books, many leather bound, a bouquet of book mold replacing the odor of engine oil. Inset mahogany bookshelves lined the west wall, beyond which another carport had been built as a port for Sibyl’s new silver Thunderbird.

         
         
         After she had given orders to the carpenters and the furniture companies, she went away to her mother’s in Orlando, leaving Robert Dale and Mae in charge. Mae now wore starched white uniforms—the nurse kind—which made her look stiff and formal. As the old went out and the new came in, she would stand and wag her head. Nothing surprised me.

         
         
         P.W. and I started sleeping together again, but we no longer talked just to be talking. We talked about bills and crops and rushed together hungrily and came away satisfied, then went our separate ways, him to fields to gather what was left of his drought-stricken tobacco, and me to tending our tiny trailer. Sometimes I really felt that P.W. tried to love me—tried too hard. I couldn’t go back to Mama’s and Daddy’s—at least I didn’t want to—and be their little girl again, and staying with P.W., the way we were, made me miserable, like having a toothpick wedged between my teeth. I learned patience then, praying Sibyl’s grip would soon let go.

         
         
         But when she got home a few weeks later, everything started again. She was predictably friendly, happy with her new Orlando wardrobe and had a fresh grasp on acting brave. She’d bought a new camera and Robert Dale used up rolls of film on her wandering the banks of Bony Branch or sitting inside the gazebo, pensively gazing off at the summer-green woods. P.W. sat with her sometimes late in the evenings before he came home, and I could see them from my window drinking from tall glasses in the shade of the gazebo, their latticed faces still and sad, like he was waiting with her for death to come galloping through the moss-swaged oaks.

         
         
         Often, she strolled alone over the footbridge and into the woods in her lovely silk dresses and straw hats with matching ribbons. And sometimes the other boys, the basketball players, would walk with her too. She would take off her hat, hold it before her and turn it by the brim, the way women do in the movies. The boys, not laughing when she laughed, tipped me off to her making light of her own dying.

         
         
         She was interesting to watch then, and I wondered what kind of impression she would have made on me if I’d never met her. I seldom went over there anymore, but I didn’t like her any better from a distance. I was still stinging from the last time. I gained strength though from that new perspective, looking out at her in her fantasy world, but it shocked me to realize that the one thing that kept me put was believing she would soon be gone. Finally, I knew she would die; she was too pale to last, too extinguished and feeble, her feebleness disguised as an attitude of leisure. A look that worked well for her.

         
         
         She said she wanted Miss Nona to have her books when she was gone—Miss Nona was the one who had given Sibyl a list of what to buy. She wouldn’t leave them to the library of course, because the State might not respond with proper personal and prompt thanks and salve her ego. I doubted whether she had ever even read a book, except maybe some condensed version on antiques. She didn’t need books for adventure or escape.

         
         
         For some reason the books caused me to wonder about Sibyl’s past. She made frequent trips to Orlando, always had when life lulled at home, so I supposed she was close to her family. But when old portraits of ancestors began facing each other across her living room, I didn’t believe they were kin. I figured she’d picked them up in art galleries or bought them from estate sales, which she went to all over Georgia and Florida. The portraits were too grand, the faces too aristocratic. They didn’t mesh with Sibyl’s showy manners and blunt speech. Those ancestors were of a class who would have choked before they’d have spoken without considering what they said. Sibyl simply lacked their aristocratic bearing: the tilt of her chin was too practiced; theirs was as natural as their fine, tipped noses. There was no resemblance to this father and mother and grandparents, two whole sets, all watching Sibyl’s daily whims from their vantage points on the ivory walls.

         
         
         Where did her money come from? I no longer worried that Robert Dale was living above his means, getting loans and such. I began to suspect that Sibyl was a crook. She was always so public and yet so private about those out-of-town trips.

         
         
         During that phase, she seemed to be trying to lure me back, and although I went by once in a while, I never really encouraged her. I didn’t know why she wanted me there, because I was barely civil when I went and never bragged on any her new things.

         
         
         Then she gave me a gift, the most useless and spiteful gift that can be given by someone you hate.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            #

            
            
         

         
         
         P.W. and I had again been summoned (the word invited won’t do) to go out to dinner. Mae came and told me and I told her to tell Miss Sibyl that I said no, but thanks. Mae brightened, waiting at the door. “Yas ‘um, sho will.” And off she trotted to tell, glad to be of service. I didn’t trust her either.

         
         
         The phone rang, just as I’d expected, and I waited for it to stop. I’d folded up bed sheets before they were good dry and a line of tiny black ants were trailing along the folds. The phone still rang shrilly. Glancing at it, I brushed at the ants and slung my hand. What really burned me up was not knowing ants would do that and, as with over-shooting a guess on how many cups of rice would yield enough for two, I’d had to ask Mama what went wrong. The phone was still ringing, even the silence between rings irritating. I had to answer it or leave, so I dropped the sheet and snatched the receiver up to my ear.

         
         
         “Erlie? What’s wrong?” Sibyl said, her voice as shrill as the ringing still in my head. “What’s right?” I said.

         
         
         She laughed. “Listen, Mae said you won’t be able to go out to eat with us tonight.”

         
         
         “Truth is, I have better things to do.”

         
         
         “Like what?”

         
         
         “File my nails, watch TV, visit my mother-in-law...”

         
         
         “Well, that’s funny,” she said. “P.W. said y’all can go. We’re all going to the show to see ‘Gone with the Wind.’“ She waited.

         
         
         “He must have forgotten about my nails.”

         
         
         “Listen, I really hope you’ll go. I’ve got something special I want to show you. Well, really, it’s something I bought to leave to you after I’m gone.”

         
         
         That took the starch out of me. I couldn’t imagine anything she would give me. With all the furnishings and knick-knacks I figured she’d had hauled off to the dump, she’d never offered me a thing. I was curious. I told her we’d go, not because I wanted something from her, but because I wanted to see what she would choose to leave me, and maybe if I got lucky it might help explain what had made me so cold and suspecting. It might explain Sibyl.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         She insisted that I drive that night and wouldn’t have it any other way. I just had to drive a T-bird, just once, she said.

         
         
         I drove because P.W. said I couldn’t, that I’d never driven anything but Daddy’s old Buick and his truck. They all laughed, so I took them on the fastest ride I could manage in the rain—the first we’d seen in six weeks.

         
         
         “You’re gonna get us killed,” Sibyl chortled from the rear seat, as if that would be a lark.

         
         
         “Slow down, dammit!” P.W. shouted. I was driving ninety, smack-dab into starbursts of rain.

         
         
         “Earlene,” said Robert Dale in my ear, “how bout letting up on it, honey.”

         
         
         I slowed to sixty and tried to hold it there, then looked over at P.W. whose eyes were fixed on the highway. “I’m sorry,” I lied. “I was just having a good time; I’ve never driven anything but Daddy’s Buick and your old truck.”

         
         
         He glared at me and then gazed out at the rain that had come too late to save but maybe half his tobacco crop. Like it or not, he’d have to get a low-interest farmers’ loan to cover the cost of the fertilizer.

         
         
         Sibyl tapped me on the shoulder. “All right, you two lovebirds, kiss and make up,” she said and sat back, laughing. Everything was funny to her, on the way into Tallahassee. She’d always claimed not to “believe” in wearing perfume, since her early romance with roses, but her heavy musk cologne was stifling.

         
         
         I lowered the window a little, feeling the spit of rain cold on my shoulder.

         
         
         Robert Dale said something to Sibyl and her laughter filled the car. They sounded like they were necking, something I’d never seen them do. A scuffle, a rustle, a giggle: Sibyl.

         
         
         I clung to the trill of frogs in the woods along the highway, terrified of the T-bird. A single twitch of my toe seemed to touch it off reflexively, but I never showed I was afraid, and maybe I was more excited than scared. I held my head high and acted as if I knew my way around. But I welcomed the bright lights of Tallahassee reflected on the black satin streets and got braver when the boys cruising in the next lane starting flirting. Braking at a traffic light, I waved at a boy in a red car, and out of the corner of my eye, watched P.W. puff up, and I thought maybe he was trying too hard to act indifferent.

         
         
         “Erlie!” Sibyl scolded, laughing as if she admired my spunk.

         
         
         Never once during that slow, tortuous drive through double lanes of traffic up Main Street did she try to draw attention to herself, and when I realized it I felt fuzzy, swallowed up in the bucket seat. It was so like her to always draw attention to herself, but then it was also like her to be unpredictable. Maybe she thought P.W. would slap me in front of God and everybody stalled in steamy traffic—the windhield was fogging up—and that was why she let me be the star of the show for once. But he didn’t, and I did as I pleased, zipping the window down to talk to the boy in the red car, then zipping it up again just short of promising to stop at Shoney’s to meet him, then shooting off in a battle of gravel. But I wasn’t pleased. I was shaking inside, heartsick and hatesick. I’d never done a daring thing I could recall. If I’d gone anywhere before, it had been with my folks or with P.W. or Robert Dale or both. I wished I’d never met either of them and then Sibyl wouldn’t be like a pack on my back.

         
         
         Of all things, I parked that silver car parallel in front of Western Sizzling, while Robert Dale and P.W. craned their necks left, right and rear and Sibyl shrieked. I parked it without a scratch, got out and stood, collecting my scattered nerves like jackstones, and set off beside them to the restaurant, a steak house chosen for me because I loved red meat, Sibyl said, even if it did make me fat.

         
         
         “Thanks,” I said.

         
         
         She laughed, and it sounded like were great friends, out to party. She hugged me and I tensed, but she kept her arm around my shoulders until we got inside. Then she took on her old commanding attitude, walking ahead through the serving line, ordering the best steaks in the house for all of us. Her lead made me feel awkward and determined, so as we walked toward one of the round tables in the middle of the room, I stepped aside and waited till they got seated, then said, “No, I think we’ll sit over there by the window.” I strolled away, listening to them gathering their silverware to their trays and Sibyl braying. Not mocking laughter, this time, but happy laughter—anything suited her fine, she said; she wasn’t hard to please.

         
         
         “Let’s eat,” said Robert Dale, sliding into the booth and shaking his head, good-naturedly tolerating us like bad children. I hadn’t noticed until then that he had a new flat-top haircut. His head looked naked and vulnerable, the bald spot on top, almost obscene, a private part of him exposed.

         
         
         P.W. ate without saying a word. He was hunkered and neckless, either fuming about his parched tobacco or put-out with my new naughtiness. So I stepped up my act, realizing that Robert Dale and Sibyl were allowing me to exercise myself. Earlene’s night, they seemed to agree. I was being allowed to be naughty and that spoiled it. “How old are you, Sibyl?” I asked.

         
         
         “Why do you ask?” She daintily cut her salad to shreds.

         
         
         
         
         “Just wondering,” I said to leave the subject open.

         
         
         “Twenty-two.” “Oh, I thought you were older somehow.”

         
         
         “Why?” She tilted her head curiously.

         
         
         “You look older, around the eyes.” Another bosh shot.

         
         
         She stopped cutting and braced her forearms on the table. I thought she was going to throw her fork at me. I wished she would so everything would be out in the open. But she only laughed, the laugh of a parent on the verge of sending a naughty child to bed.

         
         
         If I’d given it more thought, I could have come up with something better to say, for instance: what did you and Bob-the-lifeguard do when you left me at the lakes? Or, what did you tell my husband on two separate occasions to try to break us up? Another one: why did you say that about me rubbing all over Punk? I should have, but I didn’t. Somehow I knew that anything I said would turn on me. So, I ate and only spoke when spoken to, even when she presented me with my gift. But then I was shocked speechless.

         
         
         We got to the movie theatre at least thirty minutes late, linked only by our warm breathing along the dark aisle as Robert Dale led in the search for seats. On the screen, Scarlet O’Hara was already at the barbecue, batting her lashes and wheedling her suitors into fetching more food. We shuffled into our seats, halfway down the right side of the theatre draped in wine velvet. Sibyl sat between Robert Dale and P.W., and I sat next to P.W on the outside nearest the aisle.

         
         
         I had seen “Gone With the Wind” three times before and knew practically every line, but the splendor of motion and colors on the screen kept me watching. I liked Scarlet because she was plucky and hated Melanie because she was sweet, exact opposite of the last time I’d seen it. The welling music and the romance of plantation life made me feel uplifted. But I’d outgrown it, thanks in part to Sibyl.

         
         
         I looked at her, hands folded in her lap, face changing shapes and shades with the flickering images on the screen, like morning clouds passing over the sun. Robert Dale and P.W. were hogging the armrest, watching a movie they’d often claimed to despise. All watching without me. And I thought about them teaching me how to roller skate, how they had guided me between them at the mobile roller rink that had set up one winter in the vacant lot facing the Baptist church. Rolling me round and round on the wooden floor clacking with rackety skate wheels, they’d risked their reputations, thirteen then and at that age when boys had to stick to boys, especially if the girl was still a baby, meaning under twelve. “Look at P.W. and Robert Dale helping out the baby,” the other boys would holler, skating foot over foot, backwards, to the inset rhythm of staticky music.

         
         
         The theme song of the movie, blaring from speakers each side of the screen, seemed suddenly mawkish. The odor of Coca Cola syrup too strong. I looked around at the rows of reddish faces, a hazy beam running the center of the three sections of seats, and back at Sibyl. She caught my eye and smiled. P.W. and Robert Dale looked at me and I looked away. Something sparked inside me: P.W. acted as if I’d done something to hurt him and he’d confided in Sibyl and she’d taken his side. The lights flickered on for intermission and I went to the restroom, not asking or inviting—big step for a country girl. When I got back P.W. had moved to the other side of Sibyl and was munching from a box of chocolate-covered raisins. Robert Dale was now sitting next to me, in P.W.’s place. The lights blinked and dimmed and the soundtrack rolled from lagging notes.

         
         
         I shared elbow space with Robert Dale on the armrest, testing my my feelings when our skin touched. Testing the pressure of my arm against his, which he didn’t seem to notice. I kept my arm there and felt only a faint pulsing sensation I couldn’t make into something more. I wondered what it would have been like if we had married—sleeping together—and wondered if he wondered too. Was he still hot for me? Did he remember, could he help remembering, the ongoing kisses, the sly knee-brushings, meetings in the woods behind his house? I felt powerful remembering the times I’d left him panting and begging with those sad dark eyes. And P.W. had never been far away, either in the flesh or in my head.

         
         
         Following a basketball game one freezing night, we’d driven P.W. home, all the way across the county on those washboard roads. Still breathing his sweat, after he got out, I’d kept my place in the middle of the seat of Robert Dale’s pickup, his hand grazing my knee each time he shifted gears. I must have been fifteen, not a day over sixteen, inspired by my own prettiness.

         
         
         The heater was chuffing hot air around my cold feet, the truck jolting over ruts, the scream of the glass-packs shrill in my ears. My left arm kept brushing his, lean and soft beneath his sweater. I could smell his clean hair when I turned; his face was tinged orange by the band of light from the radio. I could hear him breathing, even in the weak drifting melody of “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.” I could love him easily that way, strung out on a song, light as down. I had only to tilt my head to his—knew what effect it would have on him—and he swerved off the road, onto the shoulder, braking and groping. He was rough, unpracticed, not at all like P.W. I actually made that comparison: he was clammy and pasty; P.W. was dry and smooth. Robert Dale was eager to please me; P.W. was indifferent. But Robert Dale couldn’t do without me. And I handled him, I handled him well.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Outside the theatre, after the movie, we had to wait for Robert Dale to go to the restroom. Guess he figured he might as well, since Sibyl usually insisted on standing around and gabbing with us while the crowd poured out. She would touch each of us on the arms, talking, till everybody who might be somebody had cleared the glitzy blue front of the theatre. But this time was different; this time she was waiting for a purpose—only God knew what!—which had nothing to do with waiting for her husband. She just stood with her chin lifted, her fingers grazing the folds of her yellow sun dress, as sober as I’d ever seen her. When the last moviegoer, a dumpy man in a tight Polo shirt, tripped north up the sidewalk with his popcorn lingering on the night air, she tapped off behind him in her smart white pumps. Robert Dale caught up with me and P.W., two paces behind Sibyl. The man crossed the street, and Sibyl tapped on up the sidewalk. When we got to her car, I stopped, watching them march on, past one, two, three lit shop windows. I’d be damned if I would follow her another step! Whatever she was up to, she could do it without me. I was onto her tricks.

         
         
         “Catch up, sugar,” Robert Dale called, turning and motioning, then following again, two steps behind P.W., who was still marching two steps behind Sibyl. I took off too, staying close along the store fronts, and gazed in the windows. Then I stopped, a blaze of surprise spreading from my head to my toes. The dress was on display in Miss Crawford’s window, tacked by the shoulders with its skirt spread across the case, my after-Easter dress. Above it hung a sign that read: SUMMER SALE HALF PRICE $25.00. I still owed thirty. I had to walk to keep from fainting.

         
         
         So this is Sibyl’s gift—showing me up for the charge-fiend I am.

         
         
         But when the others stopped walking it was at two shop fronts down, facing that window. My face felt florescent white, but I knew I wouldn’t faint. I’d take it as it came. I went over and stood next to P.W., looking in the window with him and the others at a massive portrait of Sibyl on an easel behind the glass.

         
         
         Her expression in the portrait is innocent and demure, with a hint of mischieviousness in a slightly raised brow. The eyes dominate it. Her dress is a sedate forest green with a single strand of pearls. She poses languidly on a Chippendale chair, hands folded on her lap. Her hair is brushed back to show her high forehead. No freckles, no flaws. An aura of light radiates around her from a cloudy background. But what stands out most is a tiny hollow above her right eyebrow.

         
         
         I didn’t know how long we stood. It could have been an hour or only minutes. But I know there was no noise. I didn’t know if the traffic had stopped in tribute or rerouted to another street. The city was as still as a frozen country night before the first stirrings of morning.

         
         
         And then the rain came, the kind of rain that seems to have been going on all along and you have just stepped out in it. No drizzle increasing to a downpour, but steady rain, like silver threads streaming through the dark from invisible spools.

         
         
         Sibyl seemed entranced by her own portrait, her clay-shaped face lifted to the window. She looked naked and honest with her gold hair melting on her shoulders, with her yellow dress clinging like hot lava. “I want you to have it,” she said, still appraising it.

         
         
         I knew she meant me, and I supposed P.W. and Robert Dale knew too, because they just stood staring at the portrait with her, sharing with me only the fragrance of stale popcorn and raw rain on concrete.

         
         
         The first image that came was of me stumbling over that gigantic picture when I was old and gray, of those sharp gilt eyes pinning me down for a hundred years, that timeless face always watching me at home in my only peace. I never thought of putting it in a closet or of selling it to someone who needed an ancestor. I only thought of it with me forever. “Thank you,” I said, head down to keep from drowning.

         
         
         And then I thought about the dress, the one priced down in the window, which had turned out not to be Sibyl’s gift after all. That damn dress! Hadn’t anybody noticed it? I felt sure that Sibyl had, and I wondered if in some small way the moment of the portrait exhibition had been spoiled. I hoped so; and maybe Sibyl had been just as surprised as I was and had hoped that P.W. wouldn’t notice and be distracted by the stand-out dress, by the sign advertising summer sale, half price, $25.00. I hoped she felt cheated; I knew she’d caught on because she never missed a beat.

         
         
         On the way to the car, I stopped, statue-still, in the rain before Mrs. Crawford’s shop window, challenging Sibyl. She was trying to keep me walking by walking on—me, usually trotting behind. But I just stood there in the blurry light, forcing them all to stop, the very lapse in the number of heel clicks a signal.

         
         
         “P.W,” I called, motioning with a finger.

         
         
         He came back and stood before the window, stooped and drenched, hands in his pockets regardless. With the rain streaming down the plate glass, it worked like a trick mirror, the two of us, comically sad and country-squat, knees rolling flab. “I bought that dress, P.W.” Rain hissed like fire on the concrete.

         
         
         He looked at me, his slick, fresh face puzzled. Then he stared at the dress, leaning into the glass, face distorted round. “You paid twenty-five dollars for a dress?”

         
         
         “I paid fifty for it.”

         
         
         Robert Dale behind me was a laugh in the trick mirror. Sibyl, farther away, was lost, out of the limelight.

         
         
         “When?” P.W. said.

         
         
         “Easter. This past Easter.”

         
         
         “With what?”

         
         
         “With your money, P.W.”

         
         
         He shook his head. Then he looked at the dress, really looked at it—portrait forgotten. “By God, you did!” he said and laughed.

         
         
         I stepped closer to the window and he did too. Noses almost touching glass, water sheeting before us. “We can’t afford stuff like that, Earlene,” he whispered in my face with its skin slipping down. “I never figured you to be wasteful.”

         
         
         “I am though,” I said. “I’m wasteful and worse. I’m mean to the bone and fed the hell up with you and your bull. I never should have married you.” I pranced off, knowing they were all gawking. Rack one up for me.

         
         
         Robert Dale caught up and put his heavy wet arm around my shoulder. “If you need money, sugar, I’ll let you have some.” I didn’t answer because I didn’t need money and I didn’t not-need money and I had no idea what I did need.

         
         
         Robert Dale drove home, and I sat up front with him. We were first to the car, so Sibyl and P.W. ended up in the back. Nobody talked except Sibyl, who was waxing poetic about the tiny hopping frogs on the highway that made the gravel look alive, the beauty of the rain, liquid stars, and such and such shit. P.W. was a breathing lump behind me. We had to “have coffee” when we got to Sibyl’s, though we never drank a drop that night—that was just more of her stuff! She went on about all the things she wanted to do with the time she had left, and all of them involved money. She didn’t say “die” and the dress was never mentioned again. She was onstage, lead role. Without real interest, I went to the bookshelves in the sun room, while P.W. and Robert Dale cleared a space on the main wall of the living room for the new portrait: my portrait of Sibyl.

         
         
         Whipped, I placed the book I’d been scanning back on the shelf and went out through the carport door into the pricking rain. I didn’t want to play anymore, I didn’t want to think anymore, and I might not want to live anymore. I started home, bypassing home in not thinking, along the muddy road in the dark, not stopping till I got to the last light on the right.

         
         
         I stepped onto Aunt Birdie’s porch, listening to the soft pitter of rain on tin for a minute before I knocked. She came right to the door. She didn’t say, “What are you doing out in that rain, child?” Or “You’ll catch your death of cold.” She hugged me while I cried, then walked me into her living room decorated with crocheted dolls and candlewick pillows and embroidered white curtains.

         
         
         Then she built a fire in the fireplace and bundled me in a quilt made of scraps from Uncle Pap’s old shirts. When the fire was burning good, hunks of junk iron wedged among the wood began to wink and glow, radiating the heat.

         
         
         She left me sitting in a rocker before the hearth, saying only, “You’ll be all right, you’ll be all right,” while I hiccupped and cried. Safe as long as the rain held the world at bay, as long as the fire kept ticking. A rhythm I could hold to, cozy in the unworldly house. On the mantel shelf, a wind-up clock competed ticks with the fire, out of time.

         
         
         Her iron bed, covered with a nubby white chennile spread, stood along one wall of the living room, so that she could sleep near the fireplace in winter, I supposed; or maybe since Uncle Pap had died she’d chosen to give up their bedroom on the west side of the house. Except for the kitchen on the back, a small dim closet, she’d closed off the rest of the house and stored her accumulation of belongings in the rooms no longer used. Still, she kept a stack of Sears & Roebuck catalogues in the corner at the foot of her bed, each spring and fall adding a new edition to the collection. I recognized one of the paper margins I’d snipped from a catalogue halfway up the stack when I used to cut paper dolls from the models. She’d braided the oval rag rug in front of the fireplace from my childhood clothes, ginghams and plaids in long-gone popular colors—my life brought together before my eyes. I lay on the rug and curled like a cat, glad to feel spoiled and special again.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie left the room and when she came back she was dressed for bed, carrying a long white flannel gown like the pink one she wore. Her mouth, caved in without her teeth, made her look older; her red hair, brushed straight down her back, made her look young. Without a word, she handed me the gown and toddled off toward the bed while I stripped my wet clothes and stood sniffling with my hind-side warming.

         
         
         “Come to bed when you get ready,” she said, folding the cover back in two triangles and sliding in on the side by the wall. The gentle creaking of the metal bedsprings filled gaps between the ticking of the fire and the rain and the clock.

         
         
         I slipped the gown over my head and sat in the rocker again, staring at the fire till I got drowsy. Then I got up and pulled the chain on the overhead bulb and as the white light extinguished, firelight danced on the walls.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         For three days I ate chicken soup in the womb of her cabin, not as a child, but as a woman, a sick woman in need of sanctuary. Aunt Birdie, laying her routine aside, sat next to me in front of a fire we didn’t need, crocheting and rocking and waiting until I was well. The windows fogged over with our breathing and the heat, as the rain pelted the panes, tapping like the outside trying to get in.

         
         
         The clock ticked, unseen, only time, and time was measured by darkness and light and need. Sometimes I would cry and she wouldn’t see. Her faded red head kept twitching in a satisfied way, as if her crocheting was coming along. Now and then she spat a projectile of of snuff into the fire and the dry odor combined with the chicken soup and old magazines. A horse shoe winked from the embers, grew cold.

         
         
         If P.W. ever called anybody I don’t know of it. Aunt Birdie may have called him on the sly, but I doubt it. He would know where I was. Besides, nothing bad ever happened to anybody in Little Town. “She gave me a big picture of herself,” I said, on the third day, said it as I were picking up in the middle of a conversation.

         
         
         “Do you want it?” she asked, rocking without pause.

         
         
         “No ma’am.”

         
         
         “Don’t take it then. You don’t have to.” “I know I don’t have to. But I probably will—it’ll look good hanging over my couch.”

         
         
         I laughed, she laughed. I said, “I figure somebody dumb as me needs a reminder. Some souvenir from a dark alley I’ve walked down.”

         
         
         She nodded, her heavy jowls lapping on her white Peter-Pan collar. She looked up at the dimestore-framed picture of Uncle Pap on the mantel shelf. He was short and wiry, body cocked from the knees like a spring, grinning childishly, one dull shoe on the bumper of that old car now parked in my yard.

         
         
         “What ever happened to Candy Block—that girl you told me about?” I asked. I tucked my legs beneath me on the rag rug and turned to look at her.

         
         
         “She took a lamming dose of rat bait and got shed of herself,” Aunt Birdie said. Her mouth was parted and parched.

         
         
         The rain stopped and the soft room grew sharper in the splintered sunlight. I looked down at the rag rug made of my growing-

         
         
         up dresses and thought how it could lead into talking about the dress, my debt, my dissatisfaction—about Sibyl—so many things to pick up and lead off on, as I’d done with the picture. And I figured Aunt Birdie would talk about everything now and be gentle with me. But she was smart: she knew I couldn’t hear with hearing ears before the fullness of my time. She knew I couldn’t know until I did. And I was a crawling baby, pulling up on a chair and taking my first fall. She’d known when I got thick with my neighbor that it would come to no good end.

         
         
         I stood and kissed her and looked at the clock, at the hands overlapped on two.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 9

         
         
         
         
         I must have thought I could just waltz into the trailer again and pack my things and go back to Aunt Birdie’s, but it wouldn’t be that simple. Halfway there, I saw P.W.’s truck parked out front and started to turn around. No, I might as well face him and be done with it. I walked on, the sun on the rain-pocked sand a bright and drawing heat.

         
         
         He was lying on the sofa with his arm over his eyes; he lifted it when I came through the door, his face shallow and wounded. “Too wet to work,” he said.

         
         
         “Yes,” I said.

         
         
         “You’re leaving, right?” His curled fingers twitched. The fingertips were oddly pink and tender-looking.

         
         
         “Yes,” I said again, sitting on the chair across from him. The cuckoo clock stroked a single gong; I kept my eyes fixed for the fake bird to spring out the shellacked door.

         
         
         “I’m going in the army anyhow,” he said, sheltering his eyes.

         
         
         I gasped. “You got drafted!”

         
         
         “Drafted to Vietnam, I imagine.”

         
         
         “When?”

         
         
         “September.”

         
         
         “September,” I repeated, thinking of the month as when I would leave. “And this is the last of July, first of August.”

         
         
         “First of August.”

         
         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         
         “Yeah.”

         
         
         I’m sorry about us, about the war, about Sibyl. Just sorry and there is no way to say it all. “Let’s get something to eat. I’m starving,” I said, which meant we would eat here and sleep here till September.

         
         
         “Yeah,” he said and didn’t move.

         
         
         I opened two cans of chicken noodle soup—a cheap brand—and dumped them down the kitchen drain, turning to the refrigerator for bacon and eggs. “Bacon and eggs okay?”

         
         
         “Fine.”

         
         
         I thought I heard him crying. About us or the war or Sibyl? Did it matter? We were all warring. Battle to the death, and there will be wars and rumors of wars.

         
         
         My daddy had fought in World War II, but that was different. No cause to fight for now. From the loins of the World-War veterans had sprung troops of draft-dodgers. Elect Sims used to wear his daddy’s Purple Heart medallion to school, and now he hid out in the flatwoods, bootlegging and dodging the draft. Sallas Altman had moved back in with his folks and set them in rockers before the fire to prove they were old and would perish without him. Sally and Hub had babies, three last count, to keep him home. No one from Little Town joined the throng of formal protesters though. Nobody fled to Canada. If they got caught, they went. Our cemetery near the river sagged with the burden of its World-War dead, boasting epitaphs of honor. There was no honor in Vietnam, only luck.

         
         
         To keep from looking at one another while we ate at the table, we stared at rectangles of sun making on the floor. Then together, we washed the dishes and picked up our clothes, arranging the cold, closed trailer we would share like roommates.

         
         
         Later, we got in the truck and passed Sibyl’s house without looking. Strangely, she seemed beside the point now, somebody I’d met in that dark alley before I reached the light. We rode over miles of dirt roads with ditches of gumbo mud. And we talked—not about Sibyl and Robert Dale or the war, but about things we could trust not to move, such as trees and earth, whether slash grew off better than white pines, whether tobacco or corn would grow best in certain types of soil, whether bass or bream might be biting at the Withlacoochee today. And of course we talked about the weather.

         
         
         Fleecy clouds were driving east like a flock of sheep, gathering in huddles in the west. The kind of evening when you know you have been there before and nothing important has happened: you are waiting and hoping and knowing that whatever comes next will be better or worse, more monumental. Like standing on a cliff and waiting for the wind to blow you over or onto safe ground. And the world is still, in limbo around you, the sun neither setting nor going back to noon. But you are moving at a rabbit’s pace, your mind is, while your spirit droops—can’t catch up with your mind as it chases with the clouds across the sky.

         
         
         What to say? What to say when it has all been said and it was nothing? Promises broken in the first year. Sibyl dying and me feeling glad that she’d soon be gone. The war beckoning: follow the sun, that bloody blob peeking over the west ridge of trees and water-coloring the woolly clouds. Yes. And it’s just as well. Better than Elect Sims hiding out in the flatwoods. But what if I’d had a baby? When the babies start coming, you’ll be changing diapers, stead of fixing that face, Daddy had said. Who’d also said, You’re nothing but a baby your ownself. Still wet behind the ears.

         
         
         I brushed the droplets from my temple as I ducked under a rain-

         
         
         wet maple behind P.W., climbing the river bank. He stopped, looking down at the flowing black water. “Good to see something that’ll run by itself,” he said.

         
         
         I laughed. “You mean something you don’t have to work on for a change, right?”

         
         
         “Hell, yeah. That damned bunch of junk we trying to gather tobacco with.”

         
         
         I started to tell him that maybe his daddy would agree to buy a new tractor next year, but remembered P.W. would be gone. How long? Nobody had told me how long—I had no idea.

         
         
         “When I was a boy,” he said, “and got hold of some gold paint, I believed anything I painted would turn to real gold.” He laughed, tromping cat-claw briars for me to step over. “Reckon everything was so gray and drab around the old place, I thought a little gold’d make it shine.”

         
         
         He walked on, parting bushes ahead of me. “Yep, thought I’d be well on my way to being a rich man by now.”

         
         
         Like Robert Dale, I thought, mad with P.W. because if he could see what was behind the gold paint, he could see how ridiculous it was to expect he’d strike it rich by twenty-one. Mad with Robert Dale for showing him the real gold.

         
         
         “Listen!” He stopped, holding his breath, and listened with his scrubbed face drawn. On the cusp of manhood.

         
         
         I thought he was listening to the lazy drone of an airplane trailing the purling black water, but he tilted his head and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Hoo, hoo, hoo!” Mocking an owl in a pine across the river. It called back and he answered, cupping his mouth, then his ear, while the hooting boomeranged. Hoo, hoo, hoo. I cupped my ear to catch the echo. “Will Robert Dale have to go to Vietnam?” I asked as the echo went.

         
         
         “Ain’t been called yet, best of my knowledge. Cause of his wife’s condition, I imagine.” He walked on around a curlicue of slews.

         
         
         I wished I were dying, but I didn’t have a pain, except guilt, a twinge in my heart that soon passed. “He’ll have to go later, I guess.”

         
         
         “His ma and Miss Lettie could move back home, I reckon.” He tromped through palmettos with rustly fans like the dry rattle of diamondbacks.

         
         
         They won’t. Their house is gone, bulldozed to Bony Branch, I thought, but said, “Probably.”

         
         
         “Looks like if you got enough pull in the county,” he said, “they let you slide.”

         
         
         “Don’t know if pull’s what it takes,” I said. “Well,” he said, holding to a gum branch, “ain’t nobody letting me off and me a only youngun on a farm going to hell from this drought.” The burble of a stream trenching rainwater from the high-ground to the river seemed a contradiction.

         
         
         “It’ll be here when you get back.” I wanted to say, I’ll be here when you get back, but knew I was no longer what mattered, and I wouldn’t be still be here even if I were.

         
         
         “Can’t never tell,” he said. “Can’t never tell.” He looked off at the sun that wouldn’t set with eyes too wise for twenty-one.

         
         
         “You told your mama yet?”

         
         
         “Nope,” he said, flip to keep from crying. “Been putting it off till you got home.”

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         He drove west, us no longer discussing weather or war, into the sun that wouldn’t set. Over the clacking river bridge and along the highway flanked by pines that mirrored on brimming ditches of rainwater. Left at the fork from the road into Tallahassee, we passed fields of rippling bitter weed, like tilled clay, where sulfur butterflies flowed south on their terminal journeys. Some tangling like miniature kites on strings. Fields of wilted corn were trying to make a come-back following the useless rain.

         
         
         As we turned down the lane to the farm, the smell of cured tobacco, cooked and dusty, filled the truck. Two tobacco barns squared off each side of the straight drive through the live oaks, their black tarpaper glistening like pitch on the foreground of parched tobacco patches. Drought-wrung and worm-riddled leaves fanned like wings of buzzards on half-cropped stalks.

         
         
         The bulky old farmhouse looked empty, a tunnel of hazy sun welling through the open hall to the front. Tobacco strings trellised Morning Glory vines from the edge of the porch to the ceiling, lush green against the papersack-brown of cornstalks in the garden. Tubs of overflowing houseplants linked hand-adzed posts: Hen and Biddies, Wandering Jew, Mother-in-law Tongue. Sagged rockers and a wooden settee faced the dirt yard, where clumped red Calla lilies thrived in a gully of dishwater scum.

         
         
         P.W. had managed to paint the front and right sides of the house before we got married, and now the white paint puckered like the fungus on the oaks which rendered an odd damp smell to the toasted weeds skirting woods.

         
         
         Our truck doors slamming—bap bap—annulled the agreement of silence.

         
         
         “Y’all come on in,” Miss Eular said, stepping light along the hall to the porch. Her coarse gray hair was wound on a rat tail, like a link of sausage, her face withered and grained with more than age and less than time. A pair of black-framed glasses rested on her pinched nose. Dropping her fly flappet to her bony hip, she said, “Umm umm,” as she kissed P.W., and again as she hugged me.

         
         
         “Rain kept you out the fields today, huh?” she said to him.

         
         
         “Yes ‘um,” he said, dragging a rocker to a porch post. He sat and propped his crossed feet, rearing back. “Ain’t much use in gathering the rest of that trash.” He stared out at the wet-snuff patch of tobacco. He was always miserable when he went there, but he worked at it.

         
         
         “Sandlugs looked awright,” she said, fanning and standing over him.

         
         
         “Huh,” he said, “sandlugs won’t cover a tenth of what we put out on fertilize.”

         
         
         I slipped over on the settee for her to sit, but she sidled into a rocker between me and P.W., both of them slightly ahead, and picked up a satisfied rocking rhythm. The rocker sweeps squeaked in tune with the frogs in the cypress swamp north of the yard.

         
         
         “Where’s Popper?” asked P.W.

         
         
         “Out yonder checking the barn,” she said; “I been waiting supper on him.” She peered out at the sliding light, hieing the flappet, and paddled her terry slippers on the velvety, shuck-scrubbed planks.

         
         
         “Earlene,” P.W. said, “did I ever tell you the one about me leading Popper’s old horse up there on the walk and sailing up on him from the backend?”

         
         
         He had. A dozen times. I didn’t answer—this time was for Miss Eular.

         
         
         “He used to come up a-hollering, ‘Mommer, come look at this,’“ she said, “and I’d come running in a cold sweat, cause you never could tell what that youngun was up to.”

         
         
         “Like to have me a horse about that size,” he said, “kind of stocky, not so tall he’d be stumbly in the woods and fall on top of you.”

         
         
         “Loved a horse better’n anything,” she said. “Good with ‘em too, always was.”

         
         
         “Bout ruint me,” he said and laughed, his red neck holding his fair head straight, so that he was looking at neither one of us, just out, set to tell her what he’d really come to tell, not old stuff she wanted to hear. Not what he’d told me about sailing on that horse “bass-ackwards and almost busting a nut.”

         
         
         “I bout as well come on out with it.” He eyed her then.

         
         
         The rocker stopped. Her face blanched—she’d been expecting bad news, so said the set of her head—and the trill of frogs closed in on the porch like a presage.

         
         
         “I been called to go in the army,” he said.

         
         
         “Hush yo mouth!” She covered her own with her hand. Her gray lightless eyes grew horrified and fixed.

         
         
         “Yes ‘um,” he said. “They ain’t no easy way to tell it.”

         
         
         “Lord Jesus!” she moaned. “Sweet Jesus, what’re we gone do?”

         
         
         “Ain’t nothing to do but go,” he said, tipping farther back and shimming his fingers behind his head. “Jesus!” she said. “Sweet Jesus!” She slipped an embroidered handkerchief from her bosom, lifted her glasses and dabbed at the spongy skin under her eyes. She blew her nose and was better. “Well, the Lord’ll take care. And don’t you worry about nothing. Me and your popper’ll take care of things here on the place. Course, you can depend on us to mind out for Earlene too.”

         
         
         Mind out for Earlene? Never again would I sit along the wall behind their rockers. Never again would I walk two paces behind P.W. And may God strike me dead if I’d ever pick peas in Miss Eular’s patch again. “Miss Eular, if that’s an invitation,” I said, “turn around and ask me. I’m right here.”

         
         
         Both of them turned with their mouths gaping.

         
         
         “I can speak for myself, and the fact is I have other plans. P.W. and I...” “We’re busting up,” P.W. finished for me. Eyes on me as if I’d spat in church.

         
         
         Already ash-gray, Miss Eular looked paralyzed, her glasses propped off her nose with her handkerchief. “I wouldn’t a-thought it of you,” she said to me—to me. “I had all the confidence in the world you’d make P.W. a good wife, in spite of you being so spoiled rotten and uppity.” “Mama, that’ll do,” P.W. said and slammed both feet on the floor. “Let her alone,” I said to him. Then to her, “I thank you, Miss Eular, for at last being honest with me about how you feel. I never liked you either. “ “Earlene!” P.W. rose to his feet, rubbing his neck. “Shit!” he added.

         
         
         “See how my son’s started talking since he got up with you,” she said. “I won’t have it.”

         
         
         “He’s said worse, Miss Eular, a lot worse.” Still, I sat there, hands in my lap like I was telling how many quarts of corn I’d put up.

         
         
         “That’ll do, Earlene,” said P.W. “Get up and let’s go.”

         
         
         “You’ll do no such thing,” Miss Eular said and stood too. “Y’all come on and eat supper. I got a mess of greens and a hoecake of cornbread waiting.” And so she dismissed it all as she might dash a pan of dishwater on the hydrangea bush by the doorsteps to force its blooms from blue to pink.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         
            
            When Mr. Buck came in we started over again—just the part about P.W. being drafted—and he started in on connecting war stories: World War II, combat, 32nd Infantry, Holland, England, on and on, with his bald head soaking up the glare of the dangling naked bulb above the table.

            
            
            Miss Eular, across a fat crock bowl of greasy greens, avoided my eyes as I sat still on the bench next to P.W.

            
            
            “Make a man out of you,” Mr Buck boomed. He reared back in his chair, his hard belly thrusting toward the edge of the table.

            
            
            “Yessir,” said P.W.

            
            
            “Little gal,” he said to me, “what you got to say about it?”

            
            
            “They’re busting up,” Miss Eular chirped.”

            
            
            His chair legs jarred the floor. The screened pie safe in one corner shuddered. “What in tarnation!” he shouted, his face lighting up like an electric Santa Claus’s. “Whose idear was this?” He stood up and pounded to the safe, fishing a toothpick from a shot glass, and slammed the door. It sprang back at him.

            
            
            “Both of us, I reckon,” said P.W.

            
            
            Sitting on the backless bench made my back tired—my back just felt tired.

            
            
            “That hussy you been hanging around with got something to do with this?” Mr. Buck bellowed, cutting his pupil-less eyes from P.W. to me.

            
            
            “What hussy?” P.W.bawled, crossing his arms and his feet.

            
            
            “That woman from down yonder in Orlando you took up with. That’s who!”

            
            
            “I ain’t took up with no woman, Popper. Lord amercy!”

            
            
            “You get smart with me, boy, and I’ll take you out yonder and wear the ass-end of your britches out!”

            
            
            “Buck!” squealed Miss Eular, clapping her ears and shaking her head.

            
            
            “Let’s go, Earlene.” P.W. swung his legs around on the bench and stood up.

            
            
            “What is it?” Mr. Buck hollered. “You think this lil’ ole gal don’t know you been chasing tail?” He followed P.W. into the hall.

            
            
            “Come on, Earlene,” P.W. called.

            
            
            “Baby, wait!” Miss Eular knocked her chair over as she scuttled off behind. The jolt set off a dinging among the dishes on the table and the pounding of Mr. Buck’s feet along the hall kept them humming.

            
            
            “Earlene!” P.W. yelled from the front.

            
            
            “I been telling you that citified bitch’d get you in trouble.”

            
            
            “Popper!”

            
            
            “Buck, stop that!” scolded Miss Eular, like a dog barking at its echo.

            
            
            I straggled behind. I could see Mr. Buck’s white t-shirt flashing along the dim hall as Miss Eular toddled behind him.

            
            
            “Popper,” yelled P.W., on the porch now, “keep out of my business.”

            
            
            Miss Eular turned and said to me, “What in the world made Little Robert Dale want to get mixed up with that woman and her a-dying?” as if that were the point of the quarrel.

            
            
            “Earlene?” P.W.called. “You coming or not?”

            
            
            I tailed Miss Eular up the hall as she tailed Mr. Buck, ducking around him and grappling at his bloated sides. I felt I could only react to their rumbling—out of place in the usually staid house. But I couldn’t fuss with them, because of them: their rumbling which laid waste to my shock. All I could do was even up sides, bringing up the ranks with P.W.

            
            
            “Wait, baby!” Miss Eular hollered. “Buck, you tell that youngun you’re sorry, right now. And I mean it!”

            
            
            “I ain’t sorry a damn tall!” Mr. Buck, on the porch, was speaking to P.W. in the yard. “That woman’s just out to get ever man in the county slobbering over her. And that’s the truth! You think you’re the onliest one? Hell, no!”

            
            
            “I ain’t slep with her, Popper!”

            
            
            “You ain’t had to; she’s got you hung up like a dog, you and a bunch more ain’t got no better sense.”

            
            
            “Buck, shut up!” said Miss Eular, behind him, a good foot shorter, trying to peep around at her only son.

            
            
            “Earlene, I’m leaving.” P.W. stalked off up the sunken brick walk with his hands in his pockets, his shoulders scrunched.

            
            
            “In love with her! Hog wash!” Mr. Buck guffawed. “Don’t never let me hear tell of you saying no such again.”

            
            
            “Ain’t none of your business!” P.W. shouted back.

            
            
            “Riding with the devil and going to the Lord,” one of them said—

            
            
            Miss Eular, I guessed.

            
            
            Each time a voice dropped, the frogs filled in. No room for my shock, so I wouldn’t be shocked. No room for me to speak, even if I’d felt like speaking. I tried to squeeze around Mr. Buck and Miss Eular, but they were tussling on the doorsteps, him batting against her flailing hands, missing and slapping her glasses to the pink hydrangea bush below.

            
            
            “I told you, Eular!” he shouted, then saw me and started in. His face was so red I thought he might be having a stroke. “I’m sorry, honey.” His voice got low and raspy. He looked like a rubber doll I had as a child, sexless, round and hard.

            
            
            P.W. was in the truck, starting it, revving the engine.

            
            
            “That’s okay, Mr. Buck,” I said, still trying to pass between or around him and Miss Eular. “I want out of this marriage too.” But I kept thinking that none of this pertains to me. It’s between them. It was as if Mr. Buck had apologized for stepping on my toe; I’d accepted because I was in his way.

            
            
            “No hell you don’t!” Mr. Buck stormed.

            
            
            Miss Eular was crying now, gone off to sit on the settee.

            
            
            “I’ve got to go,” I said to Mr. Buck, reaching up and patting him on the shoulder. “But P.W.’ll be back, you’ll see.” I was relieved that he didn’t return the pat, because I shouldn’t be consoled for shock I shouldn’t feel.

            
            
            “He better not come back,” shouted Mr. Buck, bounding off down the hall.

            
            
            “What kind of woman is she?” asked Miss Eular, peering up through eyes that looked shriveled without her glasses. She asked it as if she were curious, but I knew it was a statement, a condemnation of Sibyl.

            
            
            How long had they known? He had come right out and said he loved her. Had everybody in the world known but me? Why hadn’t I known? I tried to walk normally to the truck, but my feet felt weighted, dragged numbly across a mass of tree roots. Tugging my shirt down over my hips, I could see my small pointed breasts in the light from the open truck door, deformities under my cheap cotton shirt. I could feel a smug look on my face, a tightness that made my eyes draw, though I didn’t feel smug. Robert Dale knows; he doesn’t care. Why? Who else? Aunt Birdie? Maybe that was why she never said anything for three days.

            
            
            Oh, yes, husband-mine, I remember the time Sibyl’s screen door latched—excuse me, accidentally latched—the two of you inside, me outside, Robert Dale gone. I remember that time and I remember more, and Lord help me, I’m more a fool than you and Sibyl paired. I wished she had slammed the solid door instead.

            
            
            “You love her?” I screamed, the sound scouring the inside of the truck—still no shock.

            
            
            He drove on, staring ahead; he did switch on the headlights, as though it mattered.

            
            
            “You love her,” I said again; my teeth clenched. “Did you ever love me?”

            
            
            “I thought I did.” He was sweating, driving with one arm hooked on the steering wheel.

            
            
            “I’ll be glad when she dies.” The words gushed through the gap of my mouth like blood from a wound, hot and justified, even cleansing.

            
            
            He reached across and, like swatting a fly, slapped me across the face. I slapped him back, feeling good for the pain and pain I could cause. He swerved to the shoulder of the road, the rear of the truck slooping toward the ditch. The engine stalled and we sat still. He waited a few minutes—it seemed hours—then started the truck and spun out.

            
            
            “The doctor just give her a few more weeks,” he said calmly. “That make you happy?”

            
            
            “Yes,” I said, but thinking that if she left us now, we would have no base, P.W., Robert Dale and I. Sibyl was a silver bracelet and we were her charms.

            
            
            In the singing of the tires on asphalt, something mad struck a tune loose in my head—whangy country. I got caught up in it, and the tune reeled on even after the wheels had stopped, renewing itself with a burgeoning in my groin. How strange to drum up a silly ditty in a crisis and get steamed in a fight. I’d never been slapped before, had never felt the pleasure of slapping—something almost orgasmic. And I really wanted P.W. Wanted him to love me—no, make-love to me—hot and steady, lasting through the night.

            
            
            And the mood went on after the sun had set, truck wheels and tune whining in my head, me on the couch and P.W. in the bedroom, and I ran our past—Since Sibyl—back through the sieve in my head, all the little and the big things that gave my life Since Sibyl that false texture, the nothingness my life had been during that false period before I knew, like Eve before the knowledge of God and the apple and the weakness of Adam. I thought about the nights, Before Knowledge, when I would follow P.W. at night to check barns and run the heat on the coloring tobacco, the blasts of heat when he’d opened the door, us close in the suffocating dark, and that and everything else we’d done, our togetherness, I labeled null and void because he’d already crossed over the line and I hadn’t known.

            
            
            I got up and went into the bedroom and tugged at his shoulder till he rolled over, face up and breathing even as if he’d been awake and waiting, or dreaming and was still hooked into that dream. Then I sprawled on top of him, fleshy-warm, melting into him, two cubes of ice. His lips were hot, liquified, his body hard and straining toward mine, a mad exploding of brain and flesh—bright lights going off: one flesh. I dissolved, formed again, and we started over—burgeoning flesh, bright lights, the start of life. The end.

            
            
            I rolled away, newly formed and slick with sweat, a labor, and stood above him. “Now, we’re through,” I said.

            
            
            “Earlene,” he sighed, as if there was more but he couldn’t say it, was too tired.

            
            
            “What?” I said for pure meanness.

            
            
            “Come get back in the bed.”

            
            
            “No.” I stood there, curious, knowing.

            
            
            “Now, look ahere!” he said, rising like Lazarus from the dead. “Did I get on to you about that damned Easter dress?”

            
            
         

         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Thinking each day toward the end of August that I’d go to Aunt Birdie’s, I stayed on at the trailer. By some miracle P.W. and I tolerated each other, not fighting or loving or hashing over Sibyl or the war. We were like old friends rooming together who have drifted apart before the lease is up.

         
         
         It was too hot for coffee, but P.W. drank the last cheap, bitter-black sip of chickory-laced Luzianne. I’d given up coffee, having only drank it in the first place because of Sibyl, to prove that I could. She’d insinuated that maybe I wasn’t old enough yet. “You want a glass of milk?” she had asked and laughed, passing out cups of coffee—a gourmet blend, bought fresh-ground from the A&P in Tallahassee. At barn gatherings, we would down a whole pot while playing Canasta, and it always made my stomach gnaw. Canasta did, too. Standing at the kitchen counter that morning, trying to bleach scorch-rings from the white Formica, I wished I knew why I’d matched her cup for cup. I wished I knew why after only one year, P.W. wouldn’t even look at me when I stood in the same room. I wished I knew what had caused the cottonwood I’d planted from a switch to now be dying. In one year, the tree had grown almost to the height of Sibyl’s century-old oaks, its palm-sized leaves flourishing; jointed, hastily-grown roots taking over my yard, crowding out our cheap septic system. And though mornings were cooler now, and it was not yet fall, the cottonwood leaves were shedding and drifting like wadded brown paper to the knee-high Bermuda grass. P.W. sat on the couch and gazed out the window at the showering leaves. The phone rang but he never moved.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Aunt Birdie was as mum as Sunday when I went there. It took all I could do to get her to talk—she was “sweeping around her own back door” now.

         
         
         “When...how did you find out about Sibyl and P.W?” I finally asked and relief poured over her craggy face.

         
         
         She was as unpredictable as Sibyl. She slubbed words like knitting yarn at first: “I could say I heared it at the post office, but truth be told, I’d done figgered as much.” Suddenly, she gushed, spouting off about how “some people” don’t care who they step on as long as they get what they want. Even in the church—”some people” don’t care about God. “They believe they believe, they just don’t know what believe means.” And if you asked her, she believed Sibyl was out to take a shortcut to respect, before she died, by building a reputation. Aunt Birdie explained that carefully, lowering her voice to a terrifying rasp and cutting her eyes wildly at Mama on her porch across the road watering houseplants. “She (Sibyl) ain’t got nothing going for her but what she can buy,” Aunt Birdie said. “She ain’t been brung up to know the difference—that they is a difference—in being thought well of and being thought well off.”

         
         
         “Birdie?” Mama called, holding onto a porch post and leaning out.

         
         
         “What you want, Natalene?” Aunt Birdie called, and while Mama told her, Aunt Birdie told me about Sibyl, most of which I didn’t catch because both she and Mama were talking at once.

         
         
         “Natalene,” Aunt Birdie called, as weary of Mama as she was of Sibyl—the idea of a Sibyl. “Hush up and water your Hen and Biddies plant.”

         
         
         “Earlene,” Mama said, beating the doormat on the steps. “Come by here before you go.”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um,” I shouted.

         
         
         “And tell your Aunt Birdie to send my sleeve-pressing board home.”

         
         
         “Aunt Biride, did y’all have a fight?” I asked.

         
         
         “How come you to ask that?” she said.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Mama clapped her hands over mine as I sat in the white metal glider on her porch. “Sugar,” she said, “me and Daddy want to know if you’re eating all right.” She sat facing me in a straight chair. White hair webbed around her strained face, sticking to her pink lipstick. “Yes ‘um,” I said, feeling moisture build under our stacked palms, feeling the cool metal slats on the backs of my legs—holding on.

         
         
         Across the bright sand road, Aunt Birdie sat watching us from the porch where I’d left her. In the hot wind scudding high white clouds, she looked wild, a fright. Her eyes were a milky jade color. Strands of faded red hair stood electrified around her pale stern face. Her puffed-up body was grandly situated in the rocker, like a ruler’s on a throne. “What’s that place on your neck?” Mama said.

         
         
         My hand flew to the hickey below my left ear. “A mosquito bite.”

         
         
         “It’s dog days, you know. Put some Methiolate on it.” Her eyes brimmed with unasked questions. “Daddy’s worried.”

         
         
         Mama’s worried, I thought. “Don’t worry about me, I can take care of myself. I’ve done told y’all.”

         
         
         “Yes,” she said, patting my hands on the stack. “I’ve got all confidence in you.” She stood and pressed her fingers to her temples. “I don’t know what went wrong.” “Nothing you did, Mama.” I started gliding, the back of the glider knocking the wall in time with the wind buffeting a corner of tin on the roof.

         
         
         She turned and stared at me, then at Aunt Birdie on the porch across the way. “I do know I tried...”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um.”

         
         
         “Daddy and them don’t think so, but I think you take after my little sister,” she said.

         
         
         Mama couldn’t stand Aunt Wannie Mae, never let me have a thing to do with her. Flaming red hair and campy clothes, going on her fourth marriage to some man in Atlanta.

         
         
         “I never should’ve let you go home with her that time,” Mama said, picking up her broom by the front door and sweeping down cobwebs above my head. “Her giggling and what-all.”

         
         
         Aunt Birdie needed a gun across her lap to finish the picture.

         
         
         I giggled, imitating Aunt Wannie Mae. “You know I only stayed one day at Aunt Wannie Mae’s and I swear she only said shit twice.”

         
         
         “Watch it, young lady!” She stood the broom by the door and started wringing her hands. “Daddy says...”

         
         
         “Mama, if I’m reading you right, you’re blaming me for the breakup of my marriage, right?” “Of course not...I never...I just...”

         
         
         “Yes, you are.”

         
         
         “Well, maybe you just gave up too easy’s what I meant.”

         
         
         “P.W.’s to blame.” “Aw, honey, he’s a man, men are like that.”

         
         
         “Like what?”

         
         
         “You know.” She looked everywhere but at me.

         
         
         “You mean sex-crazed, right?”

         
         
         “Well, I guess you could call it that.”

         
         
         “Me too. I like sex too.”

         
         
         She stooped before me. Hands on her knees, looking me square in the eye. “Never. Never. Let. Something. Like. That. Pass. Your. Lips. Again. You hear me?”

         
         
         Aunt Birdie across the road was nodding in her satisfied way.

         
         
         A volley of shots rang out over the river swamp, west of the house. I jumped, and Mama dashed to the end of the porch, peering into the woods. Aunt Birdie sat stiffly.

         
         
         “Mama,” I said, getting up and going to her, “what was that?”

         
         
         “He’s drinking a little.”

         
         
         “Who? Daddy?”

         
         
         She nodded, buttoning the top button of my pink striped shirt.

         
         
         “He’s always drank a little, Mama,” I said. But from the way she was looking—that doomed look—I knew he was drinking a lot. “What’s he shooting at? How come?”

         
         
         “Squirrels. That business with y’all and Little Robert Dale.”

         
         
         “God, Mama!”

         
         
         “Watch it!” The sheer skin on her face had gone splotchy red and hot.

         
         
         “Mama, you’re not making sense,” I said. “Is he shooting squirrels because he’s mad with P.W.?”

         
         
         “Out of season.” She crossed the porch to her broom, lifted it high and started sweeping cobwebs again.

         
         
         “Mama,” I said, following her, “I’ve done told y’all to let me and P.W. handle this by ourselves. I thought you and Daddy understood that. Aunt Birdie’s not messing in our business.”

         
         
         Mama stopped sweeping and propped on the broom handle. “I want to know one thing,” she said. “Has he hit you?”

         
         
         “No, ma’am.”

         
         
         “When he married you, Daddy told him if he had to hit you he better bring you back home.”

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 10

         
         
         
         
         Although I was through with P.W., I wasn’t quite done with Sibyl. I would see her through to the end. Why? Because neighbors were neighborly in Little Town, regardless, and especially when somebody was sick? Because Sibyl was my dying neighbor, and I would have no peace till my neighbor died? Not exactly. I was over that. I simply couldn’t resist seeing how far she would go before she went; besides, I had nothing better to do but sit and sort the possibilities now that I was grown up. And too I was doing the best I could till I could do better. But this time I wouldn’t cringe from her slaying unpredictability. Not even when she called me to come over and see her burial dress.

         
         
         I’d taken to watching her again, and hardly a day passed that she wasn’t strolling under the oaks or spelling in the gazebo with her lifted face larger since her body had shrunk. Still, she didn’t fit the picture first formed in my mind of the languishing sick-lady. Just frailer now, less apt to be cocky.

         
         
         But at the door that day, she was her old confident self, in charge even of her death, it seemed, as if she’d planned it. And she had. “Earlene,” she said and hugged me, stepping aside for me to come in. I could feel her ribcage traced on my chest like a tombstone of chalk rubbing. Her in-set hazel eyes were smudged beneath like tarnish on copper. Wispy bangs covered her bony forehead with curls at the temples to make up for her thinning hair.

         
         
         Only God knows the day and the hour, I thought, trying hard not to think, not to smirk. I may have said something absurd, such as “How are you?” because she laughed, tossing her head back till the cords of her scraggy neck showed. I smiled my visiting smile.

         
         
         “I was just asking P.W. yesterday how come you hadn’t been over lately.” Same old tone. She sat on the sofa, tucking one stockinged foot under her green flared dress. Above the sofa, her portrait hung between two lit pewter sconces. I sat in a chair across from her, trying to direct my gaze at Sibyl in the flesh, but my eyes were drawn like a bird’s to a snake to the Sibyl on canvas. “I just got it,” she said, nodding to the portrait. “Like to never got it away from Bill Edmondson; said it’s the best thing he’s ever done.” She turned, folding both legs beneath her, and peered at it as if checking for a likeness. “I told him I was leaving it to a friend.” Her feverish eyes charged me. All her pluckiness and poisonous vigor had been transferred to the portrait I would take home to haunt me after she made good on her promise to die.

         
         
         “P.W. tells us he got drafted,” she said in a general sort of way and winged her thin arms on the sofa back.

         
         
         “That’s right,” I said, listening to her wheeze and wondering if my husband had also told her we were breaking up. Her hawk eyes told me that he had. I made a steeple with my fingers, what I’d always done when faced by a preacher or a teacher or God’s wrath. I felt myself hating her more than ever and flattened my hands on my lap, trying for love.

         
         
         She smiled, looking past me and out the bay window behind my chair. I started to turn and look too, but didn’t, and I was glad that I hadn’t been sucked in by her whims as I had in the beginning. Lifting my chin, I waited, giving her my time, the last I would give her.

         
         
         “I’ve got something to show you,” she said, bouncing from the sofa with her green silk dress swishing. The low bunched waist hid bones I’d felt when she’d hugged me.

         
         
         
         
         Never again would I wear green, that Easter-moss green that reminded me of hunting her goose eggs with a basket, while she was inside her house with my husband. But I would wear the pale green dress I’d bought with my blood to her funeral. In tribute and to get the good out of it before it went out of style.

         
         
         Following her up the stairs, I could smell Christmas, bay and nutmeg, with an undercurrent of medicinal scents, alcohol and camphor, maybe cancer. Always, in the background was Mae’s kitchen clatter and the plaintive drone of the air conditioner. And of course Sibyl’s music, her easy-listening, a repetitive orchestra piece that built to a crescendo and went sliding. Upstairs, in her ivory-toned bedroom, it was even stronger, notes lifting and subsiding like waves from ducts at the crown molding, intricate pieces she’d bought at some estate sale for her shell house’s final embellishment of facade.

         
         
         “Handel’s Water Music,” she said, heading for her closet. She swung open the double louvered doors and took out a hanging black plastic bag and stuck the hanger on a brass butterfly bracket by one of the doors. As she unzipped the bag, creamy lace oozed forth till a whole dress showed. Bent low, she scratched at an imaginary speck on the skirt, then took it off the hanger and held it up from her shoulders.

         
         
         “Well?” she said, her gilt eyes cavernous in her great face. “What do you think?”

         
         
         I told her I liked it, and she said what she always said—”Are you sure?” then went on to point out the different pattern of lace on the neck, a tatted-flower border, same as on the sleeves and waist. “Heirloom lace” she informed me, “the whole thing is, but look at the leaves on the skirt and bodice.” The dress was too girlish and frilly for Sibyl, nothing she would usually wear, heirloom or not; something I would have before though because it was romantic. Not a dress to be buried in, for sure. I, for one, wouldn’t have been caught dead in it.

         
         
         “It’s pretty,” I said, straining against the music that saved me from having to talk.

         
         
         She pressed the gathered skirt to her waist, staring down. “Too long, don’t you think?”

         
         
         “No,” I said, “I wouldn’t hem it.” Guess why?

         
         
         “You sure?” she asked, shifting the waist with one foot stuck out, showing baggy flesh stockings on a sparrow ankle. Always one flaw to make her appear vulnerable.

         
         
         She swished the dress in front of her, standing before a tall mirror tilted in its mahogany frame, and the lace smelled preserved, dry as parchment. Twisting to check all views, she licked her lips and, still holding the dress, went to her vanity and began uncapping lipsticks and holding them to the dress. Coral, red, fuchsia, pink and frosted pearl flashed in the mirror. Finally, going back to the first lipstick she’d tested, she closed it and crossed the room to hand it to me.

         
         
         I had thought she’d forgotten me until then. I took the lipstick, but her eyes never met mine. She seemed engrossed in getting ready to go somewhere; I knew where but it made no sense. Maybe I’d been wrong about the dress being for her burial; maybe she had a party in mind. I’d done this same thing before, stood and swore while she loaded me down, but I would do what she wanted one more time. And then thought maybe not as she stripped to her loose lace bra and panties, slipping on the dress and demanding that I pin the hem. She stood above me on an ivory brocade hassock, turning with the music while I tucked and pinned. My eyes kept locking on her wrinkled stockings, her wasted fingers grazing the folds of lace. Her hands were strutted with greenish veins, like plastic. I pricked my finger with a pin and gasped, slow tears dribbling to the lace; I would never again let somebody stand on my head to get to the top. I started to try to talk to her—I mean really talk, what we’d never done—but knew I’d be risking the resurrection of the old Sibyl, and we’d start over again, hating each other again, her hating me for not applauding her uniqueness, and me hating her for expecting it, and I’d be lost. Back where I’d started from. And if I did say whatever I would say if I could and she didn’t get cocky, if indeed she should step down from her ivory hassock and turn honest with me for once, I’d still be lost. Maybe she couldn’t handle it either, except by standing like a porcelain figure on a music box and turning till she broke.

         
         
         A pea-sized dot of my blood stained the lace on the back of her dress, and I watched it to keep my balance while she stood before the tilted mirror. When I looked up, catching her image in the mirror, she was watching me with an earnestness I can’t explain except to say what it wasn’t—not watching for my response to her trying to shock me or for whether she’d impressed me, nothing to do with her trying to show me up for the unsophisticated imp that I was; maybe at that point she was simply trying to figure out if I really liked the dress—something that absolute, that trite—because she figured I’d have said I liked it regardless. I was learning that it is our preoccupation with the trite things that we can afford to show.

         
         
         Feebly, she stepped down, as if some debilitating change had taken place on the hassock, and strolled to the vanity, rummaging through a gilt jewelry case on top. I thought she was going for her rings, because her fingers were bare for the first time. The music stopped but she picked up the tune, humming, and I realized that she’d been all along. She leaned into her image in the mirror and tilted her head, clipping on a pair of small cameo earrings. She seemed unaware of the quiet settling on the room with only her humming and the ringing of locusts out the window. All fixed, she prissed to the bed and sat on the edge, fanning her dress, little-girl style. Then she eyed me, standing by the door with my arms crossed. “Well,” she said, “that’s it.”

         
         
         Did she mean “that’s it” about her life? Or did she mean “that’s it” for the evening? I didn’t answer because there was no right answer. I started to say I had to go, to make up some excuse to excuse myself from that finalizing look. But I just leaned there in the doorway, till she had to say something—one of us did.

         
         
         “I don’t know about this style,” she said, adding, “on me.” Gazing down at the dress, at the tiny leaves in the skirt.

         
         
         My voice went off like a harmonica in the quiet. “Wear it if you want to, if you don’t want to, don’t.” If she was about to give it to me, I wasn’t taking it—she’d left me enough already.

         
         
         “It’s old, you know,” she said.

         
         
         Was that a joke? Was she saying she was sorry about the Easter-dress business? “Yes,” I said, “I can tell the lace is old.”

         
         
         “You don’t get it, you never got it.”

         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         “My point.”

         
         
         “Which is?”

         
         
         “To pack it all in—living—while I could.”

         
         
         “That’s not living—tromping all over people. Taking advantage.”

         
         
         “Manipulating’s the word, right?”

         
         
         “Right. Manipulating.”

         
         
         “You don’t know me, my life, what it’s been like. You don’t know what it is to be on the verge of living and have to die. To know you’re dying.”

         
         
         “I do now.” I stood straight. “I just hope I’ll be remembered for what I’ve built, not for what I’ve torn down.” I started to go. “I’ll pray for you,” I said, and I would.

         
         
         “Tell Mae when you start out I said to make rice with the roast for supper.”

         
         
         I could go now. “I’ll tell her,” I said and backed out the door, watching her eyes radiate a warning that if I didn’t go now, we’d have to start over again, us hating each other again.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 11

         
         
         
         
         When the phone rang before sunup, several days later, I had a feeling it would be Robert Dale. I’d also had a feeling that Sibyl would die in the morning while the sun hides behind where the sky stops. All he said was “Earlene, can you come over?” and I said “Yes” and sat on the couch, watching out my window for the black hearse to leave, for it to glide with a hum of finality up the road that had been fresh-graded just for Sibyl. It was over. And I can’t tell you how peaceful and yet eerie it felt, knowing she was gone now, how still the morning, how dead her house looked behind tatters of gauzy moss. Yesterday, the last of August, and today, the first of September and close enough to cool to call it fall. Yesterday, the geese hissing unsettled along the branch, and today, no sign of them anywhere, just stillness flattened under the bluing sky, the kind of hush that makes your ears ring. Dull thuds that don’t roll.

         
         
         Walking over, I could see Robert Dale standing in the carport door, either waiting for me to come or for her to go. Waxy-pale in the stopping place of death. He didn’t speak, simply stepped aside for me to go in, for me to make coffee and sit silently beside him at the dining table till the sun sliced across the yard waking the shadows of the oaks. “She said you’d know what to take to the funeral home,” he said and got up to put his cup in the kitchen sink. “Thought you might go up there with me.”

         
         
         “I’ll go tell P.W. and change clothes first.” Our voices resounded throughout the house as if it were empty. I’d always heard you don’t need to ask if somebody is dead; you can feel the absence of life, the very soul sucked away, and that’s how her house felt.

         
         
         I walked back toward the trailer in the tracks of the hearse that had sketched her leaving—evidence—and still didn’t believe she was gone for good. The new sun was glinting on Aunt Birdie’s tin roof at the end of the road, and a white cloud passing rippled shadows across the fields like the hand of God waving.

         
         
         “Sibyl’s dead,” I said, standing above P.W. sleeping on his stomach with his arms out-flung.

         
         
         He opened the eye I could see, unblinking while he waited for it to sink in. Then he rolled to his back and placed both hands behind his head, staring up at the sun on the ceiling. No sound but the crickets outside the window.

         
         
         I went on to the bathroom with my heart racing against the down-drag of having broken the bad news—the good news? just news—how it had been just like I might have imagined, though I never had, how good it felt, but never did, and soaping under the spray of water felt cleaner.

         
         
         Back in the bedroom, I scrambled around under the edge of the bed for my black patent pumps, facing P.W. He turned on his side, away from me, turning again as I went to the other side to search for my lost shoe.

         
         
         When I got to Sibyl’s house again, I sneaked in to keep from speaking to Mae, who I could hear talking on the phone in the kitchen, and followed the route of sunlight through the living room and up the dim stairs. “Robert Dale,” I called, standing in the open bedroom door. Hearing the shower in the adjoining bathroom, I went on in, and the first thing I saw was the bag that held the dress Sibyl had shown me on the butterfly hook by the closet door. A sealed white envelope was pinned to the black plastic. I unpinned it, reading first my name in tiny upright writing, then ripped it open and read the message: “Earlene, Maybe you did get the point after all. But I’m not sorry, not a bit. And I’m not dead because I’ll never be forgotten. Can you say that? P.S. Don’t forget the skin case. Sibyl.” I turned the note paper over, looking for more, toeing the snakeskin case on the floor. Nothing. Not even “thanks.” The shower cut off.

         
         
         “Robert Dale,” I called, “I’m in here.”

         
         
         “Okay.” His voice was strangled. I wondered about shock and how it worked and the term didn’t fit because we’d all known for so long that Sibyl would die.

         
         
         I gathered the dress and the travel case and left, glancing back, almost expecting her to be seated on the bed, her head back-flung, laughing.

         
         
         Going downstairs I met Mae, wringing her hands in her apron.

         
         
         “Lawd, Miss Earlene,” she said, “if I knowed she was shorenuf fixing to die, I be right here to holp out.”

         
         
         “Don’t worry about it.” I patted her arm and started to speak; her mouth flew open.

         
         
         “Miss Earlene, you ever b’lieve she was?” she whispered, blaring her black liquid eyes.

         
         
         “I don’t know.” I sat on the sofa. Had I really believed Sibyl would die? I hadn’t.

         
         
         “Weren’t but yesterday me and Punk was right here talking to her,” Mae said, “and her done one foot in the grave.”

         
         
         I couldn’t tell if Mae was really shook or just behaving the way she thought I expected. “Mae, I reckon you know once word gets around, everybody’ll be coming over with food.”

         
         
         “Yas ‘um, sho will now.” “Just ask them in and tell them Robert Dale’s gone to the funeral home. Okay?”

         
         
         “Yas ‘um,” she said. “I done called Punk to come on. Mr. Robert Dale say ain’t no need to but I do anyhow, now do you blame me?”

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         I drove Sibyl’s silver T-bird again, silently ruminating on things tangible and near: silence, so thick you could touch it, and Robert Dale with his head resting on the back of my seat.

         
         
         “Turn on the radio, Earlene,” he said.

         
         
         I toggled one of ten buttons on the sleek dash and the screech of violins flooded the car.

         
         
         “Not that,” he said, bolting upright and fumbling till he found a rock station, then sprawling again.

         
         
         I drove on between close flanks of pines that threw mesmerizing striped shadows from the sun that seemed to have shifted southward overnight: equinox. Sun and shadow tricks played on Robert Dale’s face—sporadically pale under the shave rash, then manly harsh and dark—and felt I knew him no better than I’d ever known Sibyl. And maybe I didn’t like him any better either. When we got to Tallahassee, I decided that he was asleep—his eyes were closed and he was breathing through his mouth—and there I was alone, driving Sibyl’s car, trying to find my way to the funeral home to take her clothes to be buried in. So strange, me in Sibyl’s car and her at the funeral home, powerless, immobile, limp. No, anybody else could die, but not Sibyl. She was right.

         
         
         Even when we got to the funeral home, P.W. waking up and drawing back into his shell of silence, I didn’t believe she was there. I knew it, but I didn’t believe it. I didn’t believe they could have drained her vital body of blood and refilled it with preserving fluids. This had to be a ruse, one of the games Sibyl played; any minute now, she would glide from one of the toned-down rooms, gather her share of the hot-house flowers and we would go home, back to her shrine where she would once again match expressions with her portrait.

         
         
         Robert Dale never said she was dead, neither did the mortician with the long silver face and tucked chin. In a restrained voice, he told us she had selected her rosewood coffin in advance and that we could view “the body” at six p.m. I did not believe that her breathless body, maybe reclining on a slab right now, would be transferred to the casket, all dolled up as she had been in the cameo earrings and dress, not without her overseeing the arrangements, the party we would throw.

         
         
         I wished they would say it, the two men mumbling in the sunny room. Just two little words; such economy, such virtue in “she’s dead.” But they only stood, hands clasped reverently, while a matronly woman in mortician’s makeup took notes at a baroque desk.

         
         
         “No, she didn’t have any kin,” Robert Dale mumbled, shifting feet and sliding his hands in his pockets.

         
         
         What about her mother in Orlando? I’d known that the new ancestors in the portraits were phony, but a living mother she visited was real. “She took care of all the arrangements in advance,” said the silver-faced mortician, dismissing us.

         
         
         Still no mention of death.

         
         
         In the car, I asked him: “Robert Dale, what about her mama?”

         
         
         “She didn’t have a mama, Earlene,” he said to the windshield. “Didn’t have anybody she ever told me about.”

         
         
         “But she said...”

         
         
         “Nobody,” he said, gazing out the window.

         
         
         When we got back to the house, familiar Chevys and Fords were parked about the yard, leaving the driveway clear. I was relieved to be among people I knew again. Getting out with Robert Dale, I could smell baked ham and candied yams, butterbeans and pear pie. There were sounds of ice tinkling in glasses and kitchen clatter and muffled voices inside the house. I knew those voices and knew that tone reserved for death.

         
         
         So, Sibyl was dead.

         
         
         Miss Beulah Stark met us at the door, folding Robert Dale in her big bear arms and rocking as she said, “I’m shore sorry to hear about it, honey.” He bogged in her massive bosom with his face buried in her neck. “Lettie’s on her way,” she added.

         
         
         He passed into a long line of waiting arms: Miss Winnie, second, wiped her coon-like hands on a dishtowel, then draped it over his shoulder while she hugged him. “I love you, sugar,” she said. “The Lord’ll give you strength.”

         
         
         Letting go of P.W., she hugged me, saying, “I know y’all were real close.”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um,” I said and started to cry—not for Sibyl, but for everybody in the world who had or would die, for everybody left to endure those church-lady hugs, to dissolve in the raspy hush of their nylon stockings. I didn’t fit there, receiving condolences from the community/church funeral brigade, but they brought death home to me. So, while they came straight off Robert Dale to me, I bawled, ugly gulps that set it all in motion, all the time hating myself for putting on. But I was really crying, crying because I felt phony, because I had all these bad thoughts running through my head. I was crying because of the general and universal powerlessness over death. Crying simply because the presence of those community mothers made me cry.

         
         
         My own mother pulled in behind Miss Eunice and rocked me, saying, “It’s okay, baby, it’s okay,” sniffling. And I knew they made each other cry too.

         
         
         Finally, after they’d all hugged me, Robert Dale turned around and hugged me too, and I felt truly ashamed but still couldn’t stop crying. Miss Thelma brought me her ironed handkerchief with the embroidered violets, her funeral handkerchief, and I thought of all the times I’d seen it, and I cried harder, lumping all the wakes I’d been to with Mama and Aunt Birdie into one prodigious mourning.

         
         
         Miss Louise and Miss Lavenia walked me between them to the sofa where they had set Robert Dale and brushed back my sweaty bangs with their cool smooth hands.

         
         
         “Get her some tea,” said one of them.

         
         
         “It’s all right, sugar,” another said.

         
         
         Miss Posey squatted before me with her brown eyes flickering through my tears. “Sibyl wouldn’t of wanted you carrying on over her.”

         
         
         Oh yes, she would, I thought, and cried afresh, wrenching, painful sobs. I was tired—really tired. Tired of crying, tired of sleeping by myself, tired of the whole ceremony, and we were only into the first phase of the wake.

         
         
         Miss Sallie Walker toddled to the sofa with a glass of tea floating picked ice. I sipped the syrupy drink and tried to swallow while they watched, their sweet droll faces saying, Once it goes down, she’ll be all right. The house ticked like a clock and the out-of-place smell of turnip greens wafted.

         
         
         “Better now?” said Miss Lavenia, towering behind petite Miss Posey.

         
         
         “She’ll be all right,” said Miss Thelma, slicking back my bangs till I could see them scutting like a rooster’s cone. “Won’t you honey?”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um,” I said, and they all smiled, unleashing a round a heavy sighs.

         
         
         Through the bay window, I watched Miss Lettie’s drab brown car tool through the oaks and park in front of the house. She got out, craning her tube-like neck, and tugged her yellow shirt down on her brown pants. She reached into the rear seat for two stuffed grocery bags, then tripped on toward the house, gazing about as though looking for some link to the old place. But when she got to the door, she literally burst through, eyes stretched in her wizened face. Her cropped brown hair made her look girlish. Seeing everybody, her old friends, she gave off a long hurt-dog squeal, dropping the bags, and the room full of women swooped toward her, emptying the space around the sofa. They hugged and clucked, then ushered her over to Little Robert Dale.

         
         
         Any fool could tell that those women, Miss Lettie’s old friends, had considered Sibyl a home-wrecker—probably a house-wrecker, too—and wanted Miss Lettie back with her baby brother even if it was over his wife’s dead body.

         
         
         Robert Dale stood to hug Miss Lettie, a dutiful half-hug, and she clung to him, steadily shushing. “I went by and told Mama, honey,” she said, “course, she didn’t hardly know what I was asaying.” Then she sat between us with one hand on his knee, planting sharp pats.

         
         
         “Hey, sugar,” she said to me, “how you been doing?” “I’m fine, Miss Lettie.” I could smell her breath, something old.

         
         
         While she batted her lashless brown eyes, taking the room in, she kept stringing sentences—”Say what you will about Sibyl, but she sure knew how to fix stuff up.” Her eyes roved from portrait to portrait of the make-believe ancestors, then landed on Sibyl’s.

         
         
         “Y’all come on and eat a bite,” Miss Louise called from the kitchen.

         
         
         The dining table and kitchen counters were covered with bowls and platters of food, foil peeled back on each dish. While we served our plates, more food came in, and folks kept stopping Robert Dale in line to hug him. I took my plate and went to sit in one of the folding chairs lining the dining room walls, eating alone to keep from being set off crying again.

         
         
         During dinner, Mr. Lyde brought another table from the school lunchroom and set it up under the double windows in the dining room, with only walking space left between it and the dining table. Wedged onto the tables were fried chicken, baked ham, roast beef, chicken and rice, chicken and dumplings, vegetables, put up and fresh, and every casserole the ladies could conjure from canned soups. How in the world they cooked it all so quick, I never knew.

         
         
         Somebody set up a card table in the living room and it too soon filled up with chocolate cakes, pound cakes, cobblers and pies. The ladies were all eating, talking, taking turns washing dishes—not in Sibyl’s dishwasher. They rotated from the sinks to the refrigerator, packing away salads with Sibyl’s leftovers. Mae must have been sent home, and I hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Punk. Mr. Lyde set out to get an ice chest.

         
         
         Several of the men came in to eat, then sat and talked to Robert Dale. Had I not known Sibyl and her way of doing things, I’d have thought it was a regular Sunday get-together in Little Town. But I had never before seen a crowd of adults at her house.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie hobbled in around three, Sunday-scrubbed in a plaid shirtwaist, hugging a blue-speckled roaster covered with a white dishcloth. “Chicken and dressing,” she said in a voice that told how long it took to make, how precious was each bogged and baked chicken breast. She slid the pan between the pink sliced ham and the browned pot roast with a moat of gravy. Speaking crustily to everybody as she sashayed from group to group, she arranged the belt of her brown and gold plaid dress—not where her waist should be, but where it was, just below her bosom. “Howdy-do.”

         
         
         “How you, Aunt Birdie?” they would say.

         
         
         And she’d say “Awright, and you?” Her eyes, stern and earnest, her lip-line dissolved in freckles, she’d pass on, her very presence a social culling. If they couldn’t meet her approval, her neighbors hoped to at least be spared her notice.

         
         
         Taking a deep breath, I sat up straight as she came my way, hoping she couldn’t tell I’d been crying. “How you, Aunt Birdie?”

         
         
         “Sugar.” Question or remark, I couldn’t tell, but her eyes felt like Geiger counters, detecting my gilt heart.

         
         
         Then she saw Robert Dale, four chairs down, and went to him. She said something—I couldn’t hear what, everybody was talking so loud—but she didn’t say much before she crushed his head to her stomach and held it there like he had the toothache. She turned him loose when she saw Miss Lettie tipping gaily through the crowd in the kitchen door. “Lettie!” Aunt Birdie shouted and headed for her; Miss Lettie cried out, shrill as a whistle, meeting her halfway, latching onto one another and tittering like girls.

         
         
         Aunt Bird stepped back, switching to solemn. “How’s Miss Avie Nell getting on?” “Doing bout the same,” said Miss Lettie, “no better, no worse. They’s times she don’t know nothing, then again her mind’s clear as a bell.” Miss Lettie’s own voice rang out like a bell.

         
         
         The first floor of the house was chock-full of visitors, some quietly prowling the upstairs, not plundering but filling dead spaces to keep Robert Dale from stepping into one.

         
         
         Mary Beth came by with some of the girls from school and I watched her, wondering to what degree she had been affected by Sibyl. I suspected that like me she didn’t know where she fit, only that she fit somewhere, a piece in Sibyl’s puzzle.

         
         
         Later, when P.W. finally got there, I thought it strange that he hadn’t come earlier: Robert Dale’s best friend, Sibyl’s lover. That his fair hair was glazed with hairspray seemed a betrayal, and I felt jealous of him for me and for Sibyl, galled that he’d be trying to look good for the other girls while his lover was dead, his own wife sitting in her dining room, eating her wake food and strangely coveting that strange boy, P.W. I resented his fixing up for her wake, for finding life worth going on for—his lover passed, his wife present—and him off to war.

         
         
         He shook hands with the men, hugged the women, disgusted with a custom he’d have to put up with till he left for the army. I spoke as he passed my chair, and he said, “Earlene,” same as he spoke to everybody else. Going into the living room, his eyes roamed from the person he was speaking to, up to the portrait of Sibyl. And I wanted to die and wanted him to die: one flesh.

         
         
         In the living room, where I had to shove through to get to the bathroom, they were talking about the war, that foreign rift that didn’t pertain to Little Town. Like death, we couldn’t really believe in or understand it. Like faith, we only felt it, felt its power over us. Like Sibyl’s death, everybody talked around P.W. getting drafted.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         I was a woman now and had to wash dishes—no one told me to do it, but I’d felt lazy watching other girls my age working in the kitchen, picking ice and mopping the floor. We were young women now, not girls, and I had no idea when we’d made that transition, but I no longer felt comfortable with sliding my food-smeared plate on the kitchen counter and walking out. I almost fainted when Miss Louise came up and told me she was leaving it up to me to put the sheets Sibyl had died on in the washer.

         
         
         From Sibyl’s kitchen window, at sunset, I saw P.W. wander to the gazebo, go inside and sit down. In the stirring dappled shade, his copper hair blended with the gold-tinged woodsline. The geese had come back and now marched along the banks of the branch with their long necks cranked. They were silent now, as if they’d at last been fed, at last were satisfied. Like me.

         
         
         I felt a rush of pity for P.W. that made me want to cry again. I wished I could go home and get back to normal, but the dishes kept coming, and I kept washing—dishes I’d never seen. A pint jar of tea-stained ice came at me and I thought of the fit Sibyl would have pitched over somebody drinking tea from a jar.

         
         
         Robert Dale crept around a group of chattering women in the middle of the kitchen and went to the back door, stopping with his hand on the knob. He nodded for me to follow and stepped through the door and closed it. I rinsed my hands, and headed out the door, leaving the burble and clatter of the house for the ringing calm of the yard. We sat in the gazebo with P.W., looking out at the latticed world—Sibyl’s vantage—and the octagonal nook was oddly crammed with passion and sadness, a cocoon that should have metamorphosed us. We said so much, not to have spoken. We said it with our eyes, saying how far we had come, how much we had regressed, how little and how much we had learned. And it was nothing. And we couldn’t go back—didn’t want to. I sat between them on the gazebo bench, aware of a gap, like a missing picket in a fence, left by Sibyl, who had connected us while living as surely as she’d separated us by dying.

         
         
         Suddenly I stood up, turned and directed my two-word speech to whomever it applied. “Grow up,” I said, surprising myself as much as I did them.

         
         
         Not even looking back, I started walking toward home, watching the sun glint on P.W.’s old car in the back yard. In the knee-high grass and weeds it looked serrated in half, and it reminded me of our marriage, P.W.’s lost interest in us. One coat of paint to make it shine, then he’d dropped the whole project. No more plans to make the engine go, to profit from his investment. Rust would claim the body, the upholstery would rot to the naked springs. A fender would be picked off, then a bumper, a wheel, till there would be nothing left but a frame. Much as I couldn’t wait to get home, when I got there I found the trailer was too empty, too hot—sun slants laid floor to wall the entire length of it—too messy. I needed to clean up, but I was tired, the mess didn’t matter enough. After showering, I had to dry on a dirty towel left in the heap beside the commode.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         Again, I drove Robert Dale to the funeral home, but this time with him in the back and P.W. on the other side of me, and a familiar line of Chevys and Fords tagging along the stretch of tree-lined highway, low shadows laced with golden sun.

         
         
         When we got there, we were ushered down a dim green hall on thick carpet that hushed our steps, the rasping of our neighbors’ legs behind us, off to view Sibyl. About halfway up the hall, I spied a white placard posted on an easel with her name printed in black. SIBYL SHARPE FUNERAL SERVICE 2 PM TUESDAY LITTLE TOWN BAPTIST CHURCH. I walked on, feeling the words tamp into my head. It was official now, Sibyl was dead.

         
         
         “I can’t believe it!” Robert Dale whispered. Now that he’d spoken, I felt afraid—afraid the way a child is afraid when an adult shows fear. I hadn’t heard him speak since that morning. P.W. turned to the left when we got to the north viewing room, but I kept step with Robert Dale, bearing right toward the dark grained coffin on the end wall. It stood on a wine velvet-skirted catafalque, with a mound of pink roses cascading from the center to the foot. The lid was sprung wide and I could see Sibyl’s nose before we got there, only the tip, finically perked, and then her smug chin, as if she’d just lay down for us to look. Her eyes were sealed shut, as with a line of melted wax, and I half expected them to fly open, couldn’t imagine that they wouldn’t. Her skin was tight and matted with makeup, a base too pink for her skin tone. She would have hated that, I thought, suddenly realizing how helpless she was for the first time.

         
         
         Her coral lipstick, cameo earrings and dress looked old because I’d seen them already. Her hair, fanned on the ivory satin pillow, was nylony, golden strands spiking in the soft pink light. I wondered if she wore shoes. I wondered if the blood speck on the back of her dress was still there and felt guilty for not having mentioned it. Her hands, lapped like a mannequin’s on her waist, had been made up with the same peachy concoction as her face. Again, as on the day she’d shown me the dress, they were shockingly naked and old. I was disappointed that she didn’t look more convincing and dramatic. I’d always thought of death as fantasy, and in a fantasy, beauty is a given. But she was almost ugly, lying there so swollen. Her shaped-clay face was smooth and stuffed, indentions rubbed out. There were double creases above her ears where the skin folded. She looked old, and yet she was the youngest person I’d ever known who died.

         
         
         Still, she outclassed us all, even in death.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 12

         
         
         
         
         The day of the funeral we started eating again, eating from the day-old food as well as fresh. Several casserole creations had been brought in and more deserts. A banana pudding, to name one, with a sugary browned meringue, in a clear glass bowl bedded in vanilla wafers.

         
         
         I felt bloated and ill, the inside of my mouth coated and sweet, not just from overeating but from staying up. My eyes felt sandy and blurred, never fully open. Even dressing for the funeral in my special dress, I felt dull, no thrill. The cincher waist was too tight, and I was afraid I might pop the nylon zipper. Paying that much for a dress, you’d expect a decent metal one. I started to get P.W. to pin it at the waist for good measure, but decided not to. He was already dressed for the funeral, moping about the trailer in his shirt with the iron brand on back. Fuming because he would have to wear his hot wool coat to cover the scorched place. Red-faced and sullen, he set out up the sun-bleached road to wait till time for the funeral with everybody else, cleaning his nails with his pocketknife.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         That afternoon, P.W. drove Robert Dale, Miss Lettie and me to the funeral in the T-bird. But first, in keeping with Sibyl’s plans, we had to go back to the funeral home in Tallahassee and follow the hearse to the church in Little Town in a slow procession of neighbors. Fifty miles round trip, twenty-five spent watching the pink roses tremble on Sibyl’s rosewood coffin through the rear window of the black hearse.

         
         
         From the river bridge, city limits of Little Town, I could see Sheriff Walker and Deputy Leif standing next to their official cars at the blocked crossing with their caps over their hearts. As we turned south, toward the church, Miss Lettie waved at the officers. Beaming, in a brown pillbox hat, she looked like an organ grinder’s monkey. A train of cars and trucks were parked along the highway from the courtyard to the church, and already the small square churchyard was jammed with people leaning on their vehicles, waiting for the funeral to start. Babies crying and diapers strung across the open doors; children skirling among the stout flanks of adults trying to wedge their way into the white concrete-block church. Getting out of the car at the front, we set off an echo of other doors closing from the parked cars of the procession still curving from the highway to the parched grass lot south of the church drive. Six of the young men most frequently seen at Sibyl’s struggled with her coffin from the hearse to the double doors, keeping stiff, strutted faces, while the hot sun beat out its rhythm on the marked grains of the reddish wood.

         
         
         Only the two front pews on the right were vacant; the others were packed with folks, scrunched and sweating, fanning with cardboard hand fans. More stood in serried ranks along the walls, the brunched silhouettes of those outside, a blight on the tall windows.

         
         
         Eight branched white candelabrums, the kind rented for weddings, formed a crescent on the pine platform above the coffin. The entire front wall of the church was tiered with flowers: roses, gladioli, mums in pots, wreaths and sprays, flowers tacked on Styrofoam crosses and hearts. One wreath of red roses and blackish-green stock was the size of a tractor tire with a diagonal red satin banner that read CASSIDY CARS in silver glitter. I’d seen their sticker on the bumper of Sibyl’s new car.

         
         
         Sibyl’s family filled up half the front pew: Robert Dale, P.W., Miss Lettie and me. We sat down and waited as the funeral director inconspicuously funneled a line of funeral drifters onto the other half pew and the pew behind us.

         
         
         “She don’t have much kin, does she?” somebody along the wall hissed.

         
         
         “Shh!” said another—it sounded like our welfare lady, Adith Law.

         
         
         “Was she saved, do you think?”

         
         
         “I don’t know. Shh!”

         
         
         I was yet to go to a funeral without their hissing, and always that same concern about kin and salvation. Dinging piano music muffled the rest of their whispers—one of Sibyl’s new hymns that sounded like a sacred waltz. Florid-faced, with a skull cap of dark roots in peroxide hair, Miss Effie played and tilted, whole body, when she got to a fast place, much like taking a sharp turn in a car. There was a gash between her eyebrows from frowning over the keys—she’d played as long as I could remember and always with that same keen exactness and flow. I knew this music was not what she considered suitable funeral music. I wondered if she’d tried to color her hair like Sibyl’s.

         
         
         Shiny black shoes tapping on the wood floor, two husky young boys marched forward and began lighting the candles, all eighty pink tapers.

         
         
         “Whose younguns is that?” whispered some woman behind us.

         
         
         “I ain’t never laid eyes on ‘em before.”

         
         
         I couldn’t resist turning to see who was hissing, and sure enough there stood Adith Law, and of all people, our preacher’s wife was the hissee.

         
         
         When the crude concrete church glowed with candlelight, and the coughs and hisses had scattered like mice, a wholesome-looking young girl—who no one knew either—floated through one of the two doors behind the pulpit. She wore a white flowing robe with egg-yellow epaulets, fringe oozing on the sleeves. Presenting her square unformed face, she let loose with slow arcing melody, sculpting her mouth into a delicate oval. Some new song about a new day in a high soprano that filled my ears and made me feel that the world had ended, that everything began and stopped with Sibyl, whose face radiated from the bed of ivory satin.

         
         
         “Looks just like herself, don’t she?” somebody said—sounded like Aunt Birdie.

         
         
         Just when you felt there was no end to the song, almost dreading its end, it stopped, and the soloist floated back through the door, closing it soundlessly.

         
         
         A strange man, whom no one had seen before either—judging by the volume and scatter of the hissing—breezed through the same door with the same aloof air. He too wore a white robe, and unlike our fervent preachers, sweating out the gospel through their pores, he was as pretty and poised as a girl. Dark locks tumbling on his pale polished brow, he held to the podium and lifted his messianic eyes, laying a hush over the shifting crowd. That slow dark gaze traveling left to right with an imperial air, yet humble and charitable, dispensing his forgiveness for our joint ignorance. His pearly voice rolled the Twenty-third Psalm over us like water sheeting off glass, and we knew Sibyl was on a safe, prepared journey even if we didn’t know to where.

         
         
         “Who is he?” whispered somebody.

         
         
         “I ain’t got the slightest.”

         
         
         “Somebody from down around Orlando, I guess.” Everybody was yawning, itching for the climax.

         
         
         In an erudite manner, he enumerated each of Sibyl’s deeds, referring to Little Town only, adding some, taking small tasks and glossing them over into achievements, his qualitative tone ringing it out to a triumphant end. Cancer Drive, Heart Fund, March of Dimes—beyond the projected goals. All presided over by Sibyl. All in one summer. “Who you reckon’s gone get P.T.A. president now?”

         
         
         “I imagine Dorthy’ll go back in.” And so the talk passed along the wall on my right and came to rest in the fern shadow stenciled on Sibyl’s face.

         
         
         Now and then, the girl who sang before came again with one of her redundant songs that prickled the hair on my arms. The church trembled under her highest notes and swelled with her as she literally rose to her toes. I felt embarrassed for her when she sang Ava Maria in opera, half-hoping that cultured voice would crack, because I could sense, and so could everybody else, that she was uppity (call it little-town paranoia).

         
         
         Sibyl smiled through the whole thing, the faint smile arranged by the deft hand of the mortician. I expected it to spread. From where I sat, facing her coffin, my eyes skimmed her face, to the face of the half-Italian minister. (The half-Italian business had just been passed along the wall by the hissers.)

         
         
         When he finished, I felt ashamed that we hadn’t appreciated Sibyl more—wry little-town kidding. But couldn’t we all write our own eulogies and pick out somebody clever to deliver them? Sibyl had—I could see it everywhere. I glanced over at Miss Lettie on my right and her mouth was open.

         
         
         Somebody at the rear clapped when the minster wrapped it up on the third round between songs. And I could feel the scrunched and sweating bunch getting bolder, and absolutely itched for a wrap-up. Nobody’s funeral should drag out so. Cutting my eyes back, I saw Aunt Birdie, mute and absurd in her navy straw hat with the faded matching feathers layered around the brim. She was wearing her navy polka-dot funeral dress. A lump rose in my throat and I figured if tears came, so would laughter. I swallowed the gout in my throat and set my eyes on Sibyl to battle back the sadness. “Poor lil ole thing,” somebody whispered. Was the remark for me or for Sibyl? For the hundredth time, I wished I hadn’t worn the dress and tugged up my slip strap, which had now worn a tickling groove in my shoulder.

         
         
         When I could no longer stand it, I turned again and our Avon lady smiled at me. I’d quit using Avon and wasn’t up on the gossip she peddled door to door with her makeup. I doubted she’d have gossiped to me, about me, if I had answered the door last time she came. I wondered if she knew, if they all knew. Blushing, I faced Sibyl, feeling more comfortable with her because she’d been in on my shame.

         
         
         Her face was now dusted with gold-flecked powder and it glinted in the sun diffusing around the silhouettes in the window. Still, I thought she looked surprisingly unattractive, almost vulgar, lying there with her face presented. And death on her smelled mysterious and preserved. Was it the flowers or the embalming fluid or death itself?

         
         
         Somebody whispered: “Is that the dress she...?” “I can’t believe she put up with...”

         
         
         If they were going to talk, I wished they’d speak up. My neck felt red, my ears distended from trying to catch their endings. My jaw was tight and I wondered if I might have an abscessed tooth.

         
         
         When the soloist and the minister failed to return through the ceremonial door again after five minutes, the funeral director strolled forward and coughed into his fist. Standing in front of Sibyl, he caught his hands before his gray pin-striped trousers. “Anyone wishing to view the body can pass by at this time, starting with those standing on the outside and the rear of the church.” His bombed tone leveled the uplifted mood of the service. “Please pass along to the outside afterwards.” Miss Effie began playing the piano again, still the new stuff, but this time with more feeling, as if she was glad the funeral was almost over. All of the churches from the other communities in Monroe County had apparently come together for the funeral, same as they did for revivals each spring and fall. Many of those shuffling in from the outside, mumbling benignly, I recognized from the farming area across the river, where P.W. folks lived. They were stoic and reserved, respectful of the dead, mindful of hiding their curiosity.

         
         
         Even the Primitive Baptists—Hardshells and Progessives—passed by the coffin to view the legendary remains. Miss Avie Nell had been Primitive Baptist, and I’d gone with her to Big Meetings, all-day dinners on the ground and preaching once a year. She’d always intrigued me, especially at her church, because she smelled fancier and looked smarter than those simple, hardworking folks. She didn’t fit in and didn’t care. She went because her folks had been members and Robert Dale went because of his mama and I went because of Robert Dale.

         
         
         The members of the Church of God came by, the women with long hair and clean faces, the men pious and swilled on the gospel, oddities on the denominational tripod with the weak-lawed legs of Baptists and Methodists. I’d been to their church with Miss Eular once and loved their uninhibited singing, but found I was too self-conscious for the babble of concert prayer and speaking in tongues. Also, to them, vanity was a sin, and let’s face it, I was vain.

         
         
         Three lardy, haggard women came up to look at Sibyl, each tugging a line of children with tow hair and faded eyes, children wanting to look also but wrapping themselves in their mama’s wide skirts.

         
         
         Poor Sibyl was a spectacle like the middle-aged acrobat in the circus, I thought. But in truth, most of us went to most funerals, especially for a member of an old family like the Sharpes, county born and bred.

         
         
         Miss Cleona, who lived just down the dirt road from Miss Eular and Mr. Buck, skirted the coffin in her long buttoned-to-the-throat dress and came straightaway to Robert Dale, whispering in his ear as she gripped his neck. I tried not to listen, but it was only the regular stuff they’d all been saying: “I’m so sorry, bless your heart.” Then she edged into the line trailing across the front and stayed with them along the wall to the exit.

         
         
         The line approaching the coffin grew disorderly, shuffling up and out in an array of denominations and communities, some lingering along the wall to wait for the family of the deceased to view the body. Miss Effie got tired of playing Sibyl’s new pieces and took it on herself to play common hymns such as, “Love Lifted Me,” “Bringing in the the Sheaves,” and “Blessed Assurance.” Between slubbing the keys, as if she was weaving, she would pause to flip leisurely through our green Broadman for the hymns we’d all teethed on.

         
         
         There was a regular frenzy of cardboard fans oscillating the sticky air, fanning body odors, perfume and foul breath, while the candles at Sibyl’s head flickered, throwing a waxy scent over the frenzy of her funeral. By the time those seated got their turns to view, everybody was wiping sweat and mumbling, and all the slick drooling babies were crying. Oddly, it was that hot primal bawling I remember best, beyond the ludicrous pomp, beyond the inexpressible discord of the requiem. There must have been a dozen bawling babies passed from person to person. But they waited anyway, many of them masking disappointment as they finally got to the coffin and stared down at Sibyl. Several people branched off from the line to speak to us.

         
         
         Mary Beth hobbled up and vaulted away, while her friends, the cheerleaders, sobbed in a huddle. I’d seen them react just that way when we’d lost a basketball game—when we won one also. But the crying got to me. Again, I felt the gout in my throat and checked it, leaning side to side on the hard varnished pew to un-stick my dress from the backs of my thighs.

         
         
         P.W. sat forward with his elbows on his knees, dangling his hands. On the other side, Robert Dale sat straight, useless long arms folded. Miss Lettie was gripping the handle of her brown plastic bag on her lap and gazing around curiously. Somebody behind poked her shoulder, and she turned, hissing behind her hand. “This ole thing!” she said, plucking the sleeve of her brown polyester knit dress. “I made it my ownself.”

         
         
         “Several men, rumored to be bootleggers, nodded solemnly in Robert Dale’s direction as they passed, heavy legs rasping toward the coffin. Dressed in black wool suits with their black hair matted, they looked hot and slick. Elec Simms and his daddy and uncles, came the announcement from the hissers along the wall.

         
         
         “They say he got drafted,” one said. “Did you hear P.W.’s been called too?”

         
         
         “No!” somebody answered, quickly distracted and making another announcement. “Look a-there, poor ole Miss Ima Jean made it. Ain’t missed a funeral in fifty years.”

         
         
         Miss Ima Jean, the oldest living school teacher in Little Town, floated up the aisle between two other teachers, short stocky women, who practically lifted her feeble, rangy body clear of the floor. She wore her same old beige linen suit with the dipped hem. Her yellow-gray hair was balled in a skimpy knot on the back of her angular head. Like seed peas, brownish green and moldering, her eyes were embedded in her old-cloth face. She nodded to Sibyl, as in greeting; she nodded to Robert Dale. “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away,” she muttered in a voice phelmey and worn. Even slumped she was taller than the other two teachers, erect and dignified. She’d taught everybody in Monroe County, or at least one from each family, and anybody pledging allegiance to the American flag would recite it in her glorious cadence, whether or not they got the meaning.

         
         
         As punishment for throwing spitballs in the fourth grade, she’d made P.W. and Robert Dale pull two hundred tee-weeds each from the patch between the school house and the quarters. Later, I even pulled some, those deep, stringy tap roots a dreadful strain on even a young back. It didn’t hurt us; I don’t know that it helped, but the field was cleared for summer soft ball.

         
         
         A group of elementary school children tagged behind their teacher to the front. The little girls were dressed in print poplin and the boys in stiff khaki. They looked as if they’d been rehearsed on how to dress and act for a field trip to view a commemorative plaque about the American-Indian War in Monroe County—unable to relate, not much believing.

         
         
         When Principal Edmondson came to pay his respects, I was reminded that school usually turned out for special occasions: anything educational, civic or religious, which called for community attendance—for a showing, as much as anything. For reasons known only to those in seats of authority, funerals came under all those headings. Also, Sibyl’s funeral was of special significance because Sibyl was president of the PTA. They were paying their respects and not because she’d been a boon to education; she’d been a nuisance, had manipulated Dorothy Hanks out of office. Sibyl had worn the title like a badge.

         
         
         She hadn’t got elected because the association had been in awe of her, but for immediate relief from her wheedling and flamboyant campaign. As with any trend, she would pass. Sandra Nell Carter had married Duke Dees to keep him from pestering her for dates on Saturday nights. Most of them weren’t that weak-minded though; they’d simply tried the new because they knew that new would wear off. Actually, any connection in Little Town would suffice for a funeral gathering. Robert Dale was a veteran basketball player for good old Monroe High. And the truth was, a funeral was a big event. Maybe because we had too little to do. Then there was always the matter of custom. Sure, they all came, to a degree out of curiosity, but mostly out of respect for Robert Dale, his family, maybe even for P.W. Or to see me!—depending on whether the rumor had spread. And they would remember Sibyl because she was different and because she was in some ways beautiful and because there were so few in our neck of the woods to remember.

         
         
         “To my notion, she looks better than Sibyl.”

         
         
         When I got wind of that from the wall, I tried not to think about it, I really did. I couldn’t help it. They’d graduated from whispering, spoke boldly in the racket of scudding feet.

         
         
         You could tell when the service was coming to an end by the last to pass by the coffin: Punk and Mae, the only blacks. So black in that sea of whiteness, Mae with her overpowering perfume, like pear blossoms in a heated room. She still wore her white maid uniform and dingy white gloves. And Punk, a step behind, skulking whipped-dog style up the aisle with his head down, his hands rammed deep in his pockets. More show, Punk and Mae. Proof of Sibyl’s status. I’d seen it done before, beloved and dutiful servants paraded at a funeral like white limousines, but not much and not without it making me crazy. After Mae and Punk, the row behind us filed past the coffin, and I watched Aunt Birdie fanning and nodding howdy-do. She smelled of talcum and snuff, over-warm and moist. Passing before Sibyl, she simply inclined her head, her freckled face garnering the glow of candles, eighty-strong. Turning to go out, she glowered at those lingering along the wall to watch the family grieve or not grieve, and several of them herded out before her like children driven with a switch.

         
         
         Daddy and Mama stepped to the coffin and paused, his scratched hand resting on the back of her blue gabardine suit coat. As they started to walk away, Mama eyed me. One of those shrinking looks. God, Mama, I don’t know why I’m sitting on the front pew and me not kin, I felt like saying. And I don’t know why I’m still saying “God!” when you’ve got on to me a million times, and taught me too about the impropriety of sitting on front pews at strangers’ funerals and wearing things inappropriate—this wild dress. I still remember that word “impropriety,” but it just doesn’t seem to work here, doesn’t matter. All I know is I’m hurting and doing the best I can, and I’m bad, real bad, you can count on it: I didn’t go all the way before I got married but I came close, and I hate this woman, dead here before me. I haven’t turned out the way y’all expected—I haven’t even turned out yet. So there! Maybe I popped up here on the front pew because Robert Dale and P.W. did, or maybe I simply got a front row seat because I have the most at stake.

         
         
         Lifting both soft antiseptic hands, the funeral director motioned for us to rise, and I crept behind Robert Dale to the coffin, looking down with him at Sibyl for the last time—the Sibyl at the funeral home. Turning, he started to take my hand, but clasped his own and walked away up the aisle. I followed, hearing P.W. and Miss Lettie scuffing behind, and then the lid of the coffin closing with a flutter like bird wings. The funeral director had turned Robert Dale around at the door and was whispering as he whisked him back toward the coffin. Drawing level with me, the director reached out and caught my elbow, turning me too, then motioned for P.W. and Miss Lettie to follow.

         
         
         “What in the world now!” Miss Lettie said, swinging her bag to her other arm and gazing hungrily at the bunch in the sunlit doorway.

         
         
         While the pallbearer-basketball players positioned themselves each side of the coffin, the funeral director handed out lit tapers from the candelabrums, grading us like Vacation Bible School kids, Robert Dale, P.W. and then me, and sent us marching behind the coffin from the church. All except Miss Lettie.

         
         
         “I come with them,” she said.

         
         
         “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “They’ll wait on you.”

         
         
         “Well, I be!”

         
         
         Aunt Birdie in funeral navy was standing in the midst of matronly ladies by the concrete stoop when I toddled through the door with my pink taper. She reached out and snatched it, puffed at the tiny flame like it was her stove on fire, and hissed, “You don’t owe her nothing!” I walked on with my head high and my ears roaring, smiling as I had in the beauty contest. She was right. And suddenly I didn’t want to play anymore; I didn’t want to help Sibyl build a memory of herself at my own expense.

         
         
         The director followed, ushering Miss Lettie to the car, as though he had another funeral scheduled and had used up the time Sibyl had bought.

         
         
         P.W.’s candle still burned as we crammed into the T-bird. Miss Lettie bumped her head and swore, placing a hand over her mouth. P.W. snuffed the flame, and smoke feathered out the window to the high blue sky.

         
         
         Again, we tailed the hearse, which tailed the sheriff’s car, brattling gravel south along the side road to the rear of the courthouse square and turning west with a string of cars and trucks with headlights on toward the crossing, where Deputy Leif was waving back north and southbound traffic on the main highway with his cap. Like bumper cars at the fair, several cars were jammed in front of the courthouse, blocking the others trying to file into the procession. Between the crossing and the river bridge, west with the sun, cars were parked each side and diagonally in banked yards, with people thronging toward the bleached-sand cemetery on the hill. Puny headlights melting in the sun.

         
         
         From the cemetery, where we sat in the parked T-bird till everybody got there, I could hear lone shouts and festive voices rising from the procession-on-foot, could see them trickling up the dirt ramp and trooping through the ranks of sun-fired tombstones, headed for the green canopy near an isolated clump of cedars in the middle of the cemetery. The canopy and trees, oddly lush against the leached sand and granite, where people had congregated like saints at heaven’s gates. And across the expanse of shimmering sand, on the river’s banks, the darkening green and beckoning shade of pines and hardwoods where frogs throbbed. In all, there were probably three hundred tombstones, plain old granite with simple Christian epitaphs shaded in with mossy green mold: ASLEEP IN JESUS, CHILD OF GOD, LOVING FATHER or LOVING MOTHER. Several said REST IN PEACE. A place to play in summer when I was growing up, me and Robert Dale and some others stopping by on our way to swim in the river, licking purple Popsickles and stepping over graves as we did sidewalk cracks to keep from breaking our mamas’ backs.

         
         
         We’d been sitting in the car with the air conditioner humming for almost an hour, with the funeral director, standing by the hearse, alternately checking his watch and the sun, now dipping toward the treeline along the river. Babies bawling, everybody talking, and the throb of frogs thickening with the light. Standing tall in his sleek suit, the director strolled to the T-bird and talked to Robert Dale through the window. “We might as well get started,” he said, looking off and shining his porcelain teeth. “There’s some still coming on foot, but we better go ahead.”

         
         
         Before dark, I thought, getting out. Looking toward Little Town proper, I could see people weaving up the highway as Deputy Leif’s car cut along the center line, dragging traffic like a needle through twead cloth.

         
         
         We followed the pallbearers with Sibyl’s coffin across the hot sand embedded with prickly pears toward the canopy and through the parting crowd, and there I stopped. Before the canopy, just this side of the cedars, stood a small mausoleum of marbled stone with a pitched slate roof. More country cottage than tomb with English ivy and pink roses trained along the swirly pinkish walls to the overhang of eaves. Double doors were swung wide with rose-embossed S’s on each. Double-S, Sibyl Sharpe. Catchy name, I thought, and as good a reason as any I’d dreamed up trying to figure why Sibyl had married Robert Dale Sharpe.

         
         
         The pallbearers placed Sibyl’s coffin on tracks concealed by runners of wine carpet extending from the mausoleum, then stood like guards, three facing three. Wilted from the heat, their sorrowful expressions had gone bored. “I swannee!” said Miss Lettie, tripping over the Easter-moss mat beneath the canopy.

         
         
         Behind Miss Lettie in the treasured shade, going for the front row again, I spied Timmy Ellis making a beeline for me through the grove of cedars. Tottering, belly first, he pointed and jabbered, “I know you, I know you”—the bright feckless jabber of an idiot. His dark eyes were glittery and stretched, an old child in high belted pants with his white shirt packed in up to the pockets. “Prettiest girl in school,” he said, “you the prettiest girl in school!” He had to cross paths with P.W. to get to me, started to reach out and touch me but pocketed his hands instead. His curly brown bangs, parted and water-pasted, had sprung free on his apish forehead.

         
         
         “Hey, Timmy,” I said, trying to walk past him, trying to get P.W.’s attention so he would make Timmy leave me alone. Harmless as he was, Timmy was a pest—everytime he saw me he’d start that “prettiest girl” crap—and now that he was just this side of thirty and no longer in that cute-puppy stage, he was doubly bothersome. Usually, I tolerated him, even joked with him, but not now. Everybody was seated and Miss Lettie was turned, motioning for me to come on.

         
         
         Feeling more familiar, Timmy backed me to a canopy pole, talking in my face with one long finger punching air. “I know you, I know you. The prettiest girl in school, everybody says so.” Bristly hair was growing from his nostrils.

         
         
         The strange minister from church stepped with the soloist from the canopy to the foot of the coffin and began reading a poem, his voice intermittently racing and lagging in the paltry breeze, dark locks luminous in the falling sun.

         
         
         Still as a bird on a nest, to keep from drawing attention to myself, I leaned against the canopy pole, gazing off to keep from egging on Timmy. “I know you,” he said, “I know you...”

         
         
         When the minister wrapped up the poem, the soloist rang out again with song, the terminal report of “Now the Day is Over” seeming to bounce from the sun-etched shadows, riverside, back to Little Town and eastward to the Georgia line. Hollow and thin, a capella, the song vibrated while the soloist’s quenched eyes roved to the pearly sky, one note barely uttered before another caught beneath the white robe and sucked from the fanciful O of her mouth, like quicksand inversion.

         
         
         “I know you,” said Timmy, “I know you...”

         
         
         Still, I didn’t look at him. Just stood listening to the frogs calling and the babies bawling and the melody so ludicrous in the face of it all.

         
         
         “One time I went all the way to Tallahassee to see you in the Christmas parade,” he said, oblivious to everybody squeezing around the canopy. “You won the beauty contest, the prettiest girl in school, everybody says so.”

         
         
         Feeling my face burn, I placed one hand on his clammy wrist, and his long bony fingers laced into mine.

         
         
         The funeral director stepped up to Robert Dale and P.W., lit their candles, and holding them ahead, they stepped together to the mausoleum, placing the pink guttering tapers in concealed mounts on opposite ends of the coffin.

         
         
         “Santy Claus come at the end of the parade and you was on the float,” Timmy said. He laughed, his brown eyes twinkled. Then his buck teeth clamped on his bottom lip and he got quiet, suddenly melancholy, studying me.

         
         
         An engine hummed low from the mausoleum and the coffin glided inward, the tattered flame of the first candle calming to a still small glow inside, and then the second, light blooming in the raw pinkish maw as the end of the coffin vanished within.

         
         
         “I like your dress,” Timmy said.

         
         
         Like halves of a shell closing underwater, the doors eased to, and the hum and the frogs and the bawling quit.
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         Chapter 13

         
         
         
         
         The next day, it rained, dark, heavy and unrelenting, as if the sun had been forever withdrawn—anti-climactic after such a momentous event—and I went over to help Miss Lettie clean up and acknowledge the food and flowers. Also, I went because there was not enough room for me and P.W. and Sibyl’s ghost, all rained-in in a trailer. Our first day alone since she had died, with nothing to concentrate on but each other, and we couldn’t come up with a single thing to say, let alone do. We seemed to be idling around, waiting for next week when P.W. would leave.

         
         
         He sat sprawled in his recliner with his feet turned out on the foot rest and stared at the blank TV, and I could tell he was mulling over her and the war mixed up together. But he’d stared so diligently and long that I couldn’t accuse him of staring at her portrait after I’d gone over and got it and brought it home.

         
         
         On my first trip to Sibyl’s house that morning, Miss Lettie had met me at the door and thrust the portrait, face forward, into the rain: “Here, sugar,” she said, “how bout taking this on over to your place; Little Robert Dale says she wanted you to have it.”

         
         
         Yes, I could have dumped it, I could’ve marched straight out in the woods and left it for the rain to dissolve those stark living eyes. But I didn’t. I would keep it as a reminder and symbol of all those other Sibyls out there who would walk all over me should I lapse back into a doormat. Of course, part of why I kept it then was that I couldn’t tolerate waste and I knew the portrait was expensive. Since then, I’ve learned that some things are more valuable wasted, but somebody has to keep pictures—what’s left of people after they die—just as somebody had kept Sibyl’s fake ancestors and somebody had sold them. I don’t know what causes us to do the things we do—I keep pictures—and some day, somebody might need Sibyl’s for proof of kin. So, I took it home and lifted down my cuckoo clock and hung the gold-leaf frame on the same nail above the television set, leaving it askance before P.W.’s froze-over face. His auguring, pupil-less eyes reminded me of his daddy’s, and though I didn’t find the old man repugnant, I found his traits repugnant on P.W., that overlapping likeness like a wart between the eyes. For about fifteen seconds of weakness, I felt guilty for going back to help Miss Lettie and leaving him alone, and if I hadn’t gone then, I might have sentenced myself to a lifetime of sharing his pitiful life. ###

         
         
         On my second dash through the rain to Sibyl’s house, I found Miss Lettie bent over a stack of white cards at the dining table, methodically scribbling thank-you notes.

         
         
         “I’ll do half of them.” I pulled up a chair beside her.

         
         
         “Ain’t got but twenty, sugar,” she said, licking the pencil point with her lizard tongue.

         
         
         “Twenty!” I said. “Miss Lettie, you probably didn’t get all the cards off the flowers; I’ve never seen so many.”

         
         
         “Sent ‘em her ownself.” She wrote with hasty confidence, as if through her discovery of that lone fact she’d located the missing link in the Sibyl mystery.

         
         
         “Did Robert Dale go back to the cemetery with you to get the cards?” I tried to act unconcerned, but knowing Miss Lettie’s bent for rashness, I figured she might have missed some.

         
         
         “Yep,” she said.

         
         
         “I can’t believe Sibyl sent her ownself flowers!”

         
         
         “I don’t know why not, baby,” she said, gazing up with those quick brown eyes. “She bought everything else in the world, even that fancy-pants preacher and singer and them little fellas that lit the candles. I reckon that’s what comes of it when you ain’t got no family of your own to put you away proper.” She made a clucking noise with her tongue. “Go get us a cup of coffee, will you, sugar?”

         
         
         I got up and went to the stove, pouring her a mug full of braiding black coffee from her old speckled pot. An open pressure cooker of dried limas was boiling on the next eye. Earlier, I’d seen her out scouting along the branch in Robert Dale’s yellow slicker, searching for just such relics, I supposed.

         
         
         When I handed her the giant mug, she took a long swig and folded her fleshless legs. “Honey, Robert Dale said you and him would take care of her belongings and all; I gotta get back to Mama.”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um, we will.”

         
         
         “Mae’ll do the biggest part,” she said, lipping the cup and slurping. “But you know how scary she gets. Bout how come her not to help out at the wake. Reckon P.W.’ll mind if you give Little Robert Dale a hand?”

         
         
         “No, ma ‘am.” I was surprised she hadn’t heard that P.W. and I were breaking up.

         
         
         “I’m sorry to hear he got called.” She took my hand between both of hers and rubbed it.

         
         
         “Me too,” I said. “Where’s Robert Dale?”

         
         
         “Out tending to business, and in this rain.” She began writing again, in the tiniest scrip she could manage, with her cropped brown hair scooting over her eyes.

         
         
         I got up and went into the living room, staring at the blank space where Sibyl’s portrait had hung. The room, dulled by the gray rainy light, was still full of her: her tastes, her many scents, coming in surprising drifts like her moods. Hearing the rain thrashing in the oaks out front, I crossed to the stairs and started up, smelling burned wax. Miss Lettie had opened the windows and turned off the air conditioner, letting the outside in for the first time, and though the damp air had diluted Sibyl’s ambiance, it had enhanced the stench of smoky wax, reminding me of the candles at her funeral.

         
         
         Suddenly, I felt an overwhelming urge to know where I would have been instructed to place my candle at the mausoleum if Aunt Birdie hadn’t snatched it from my hand. The ceremony with the candles replayed in my head, that whole pinky-precious scene of Robert Dale and P.W. placing candles at each end of the coffin, it sliding inside with their offerings of light, and couldn’t imagine where I would have put mine. What had Sibyl had in mind for me? What would it tell? The funeral director would know. I went on up the stairs and into her bedroom, taking the telephone directory from the top drawer of her bedside table. My hands shook as I dialed the white princess phone. After several transfers, I finally got him, and by then I was hell bent on knowing and pride bedamned! “What did Sibyl Sharpe want me to do with my candle yesterday?”

         
         
         “Carry it out of the church behind her coffin.”

         
         
         “I mean after that?”

         
         
         “You mean if you’d gone to the graveside service?”

         
         
         “Yes.” I didn’t say I had gone but had been waylaid by Timmy; I didn’t want to get in too deep with this man: the walking dead. “Mrs. Sharpe’s instructions were for the two men to put their candles on each end of the coffin...”

         
         
         “I know that.”

         
         
         “Did you see our commercial on television?”

         
         
         “No.” I sat on the edge of the bed. “Just tell me where I would have put my candle if I’d gone to the graveside.”

         
         
         “In the candle mount outside the tomb.”

         
         
         Outside. Right where I was when the screen door had latched while I was hunting goose eggs. I hung up the phone on him telling about how young people should make their arrangements in advance because you never know... I didn’t say goodbye or thank you like Mama always said to do, I just lay across Sibyl’s bed and listened to the geese clucking along the branch banks, the rain singing in the oaks.

         
         
         Finally, hearing Aunt Birdie’s sandy voice downstairs, I sat up. Like fingernails scratched across a chalkboard, her realistic grasp of things always brought me around. I stood and smoothed the champagne comforter, thinking about Sibyl’s buttery white wine. A long time ago, before I grew up. But when I saw my little-girl face and drooped pollen-tinted ponytail in Sibyl’s mirror, I felt like an an intruder in her house—Goldilocks in the fairytale. Going down the stairs, I heard Aunt Birdie talking to Miss Lettie in the dining room. “Lettie, you recollect that old Ford cloth-top car Emmet Moore bought used?”

         
         
         Miss Lettie mumbled something I couldn’t hear, and Aunt Birdie rattled on, reminding her how Emmet and Pap used to go out “gallivanting” with Candy Block. But when I came in, Aunt Birdie switched subjects and tones—”Sugar, I didn’t know you was on the place!”—got up and hobbled to the kitchen door, ducked into the rain and spat. Wiping her mouth with her handkerchief, on the way back, she stopped at the bar divider where the dishes of neighbors who’d brought food for the wake had been stacked. She lifted one plain glass casserole and squinted at the taped label, as if interested in who might own such a fine dish, and I knew I’d walked in on a private discussion, like one of their rare sex talks.

         
         
         Except for those odd times I’d overhead them talking about their periods or going through the change, they talked mostly about cooking—how many jars of jam or pickles they’d put up—taking the ripening time of fruits, berries and vegetables and savoring the seasons. Never bored, shuffling about their clove-cloying kitchens, the hot air so sugary it stuck their chins to their chests. Never weary, wandering along fence rows to pluck nubby blackberries in the bloom of summer. The dry rattle of a diamondback would periodically sound off in a patch of briers in response to testing pokes of their cane poles.

         
         
         I’d tag along behind, barely aware of the world making tracks at my back. What my sweet neighbor-ladies did seemed necessary and tranquil. But blackberry picking and putting-up seemed lazy to me now, a waste of time and energy when you could buy a pint of KoolAde-flavored jelly for fifty cents. Before Sibyl, I’d never felt that way; after Sibyl, it seemed I was standing light years away, looking back at Aunt Birdie and Miss Lettie sullying Sibyl’s house with their saving ways.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie peeped out the dining window at the rain, carelessly parting the sheer draperies so that they were left gaping when she let go. Sibyl’s house smelled strange with Miss Lettie’s steaming dried limas and her boiling cheap coffee. And as riveting as their earthiness was, there was an out-of-place feel to Sibyl’s carousel world. In Little Town, neighbors always came the day after the funeral to help wash and sort the dishes and take them back, to clean and air the house, usually washing every sheet and curtain to give the family a fresh start, to rid the house of death. But before they started cleaning, they would sit and mull over the departed’s life, his grief, his death, in detail. And then, throughout the day, they’d stop cleaning to fuss over an old hat or an apron, shedding a few tears in the sharing. Then they’d pack up all his belongings to take to a special niece or nephew, or to the needy. And the spell of the wake and funeral would lift when the sun set on the rough muslin sheets, bleached free of the dearly departed’s death-sweat and tears by a dash of chlorine and the sun. The after-company cleaning that took place after death ended only when the last sunned towel had been flapped in the dusk, folded and put away.

         
         
         We did none of that for Sibyl. Her house was a shrine with our invading dried limas and boiled coffee and snuff spat through her back door. We didn’t even mention her name.

         
         
         Miss Lettie finished the notes and snapped a rubber band around the stack, then went to the kitchen to make a pan of biscuits—if she could find some baking powder, she said, to add to that sorry flour she wouldn’t pick up if she found it on the road.

         
         
         Aunt Birdie stood above the pot of limas, letting the steam rise to her face and fog her pinned-together glasses. She took them off, lifting one wire-thin hook from her left ear and then from her right, and stooped while pinching the bridge of the delicate frames to polish the lens with the hem of her soft gray dress.

         
         
         Sitting at the dining table, I took the rubber band from the notes and thumbed through the stack. Most of the flowers had been sent by businesses in Tallahassee where Sibyl had shopped. A few were from people in Little Town who could afford to send flowers. Most considered sending flowers a waste and gave money to the family instead. I thought of the flowers banked around the mausoleum, now beaten by the rain, and of the empty candle mount brimming and spilling to the dirt to create a gully to the river where if would run to the sea, evaporate and form a cloud and rain down again. My contribution.

         
         
         Robert Dale came in, bringing with him the damp green scent of rain. He shed his cap and jacket on a stool beside the door and cut his eyes at each of us, shy as a boy who knows he’s the center of attention.

         
         
         “Reckon it’s gone be fairing off this evening?” Aunt Birdie asked.

         
         
         “Don’t look like it. Does it?” While talking to her, he watched me rewinding the rubber band on the stack of cards. Then he reached for his jacket and pulled a twist of mail from the pocket and tossed it to the table, where it fanned. I couldn’t help noticing that many of the return addresses on the letters were the same as the addresses on the thank-you notes. “Bills,” he said between gritted teeth, as if there was no use hiding anything now. He crossed the kitchen to help Miss Lettie find just the right “waiter” for her biscuits. Sifting flour furiously into a bowl in the sink, her rangy body quivered head to foot, hurrying as if somebody was starving and her biscuits might same them. He pilfered noisily in the cabinet, around her knees, withdrawing a shiny cookie sheet and holding it up to make a point of her having overlooked it. He smirked at her, then grinned at me, picked up his dripping jacket and traipsed through the kitchen to the living room.

         
         
         I’d thought with Sibyl in her grave I was done with contradictions; but here Robert Dale puts on a great show of disgust over the same bills he must have seen month-in and month-out since Sibyl.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         After dinner, I rode with him to mail the notes, not wanting to stay at Sibyl’s, not wanting to go home, not wanting to go with him either. He was dull-eyed and bland, staring through the windshield at the rain spanking the hood of the truck. At the post office, he bought stamps for the cards and I picked up my mail while Miss Nona talked with her lips tucked. Then, to please her, we glanced through the special rack of southern books on one of the dove plaster walls of the tomblike room. The fluorescent lighting was headachy bright in contrast to the gray outside.

         
         
         I’d never liked the new post office, all chrome and sterile efficiency, smart black boxes welded together to wall off the postmistress from the public. Miss Nona treated the wall of boxes like any other wall, ignoring it and sliding the mail across the counter designed for special mailing. I’d never even learned the combination to my box.

         
         
         In the old steep, gingerbread-house post office, transferred for a tobacco pack house to the vacant lot across from the church, the boxy slots had been a game. No one ever closed the flimsy tin doors of their boxes, and a jumble of crates and string-tied brown paper packages could be seen stacked against the seasoned rear wall, a pattern of squares to be put together like a puzzle. The reddish-grained wainscoting in the front section had been plastered with black and white wanted posters, exhibiting easily identifiable criminals: a scar, hard eyes, mean expressions. Now a neat Rollerdex, set to one side of a dove Formica table, offered an array of dubious criminals, no more suspicious looking than my own mug shot on my driver’s license.

         
         
         Robert Dale yawned, sliding a book by Flannery O’Connor back into its space on the shelf, while Miss Nona talked about everything but Sibyl, whose donated books were displayed by the door. No sign—nothing—giving credit to Sibyl for what I figured was her sole separation with what had set her up as separate.

         
         
         “We can sure use the rain,” said Miss Nona, “but I reckon it’s bad on people trying to get their hay in.” She laced her boneless white hands on the counter (those magnolia hands had won the prize at an Avon party for bringing up the most dirt when rubbed with a special lotion). “What was that book you were looking at, Little Robert Dale?” she asked.

         
         
         “I don’t know,” he said, staring at the row of identical green bindings. Despite the harsh smell of new in the square room, there was a warm feel of aged books.

         
         
         “Y’all need to check out something,” she said, pushing her glasses up on the bridge of her pinched nose. “Neither one of you didn’t join the Summer Reading Program.”

         
         
         “I been way too busy, Miss Nona,” said Robert Dale.

         
         
         Her bug eyes shifted to me, and I picked a random stack of books, then waited for her to clank the stamp from pad to pockets, the clanking remarkable under the shower of even flouresence and the lonesome rain falling outside. Mourning veils of gray over our eyes.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         It seems significant now that Robert Dale drove past his house to mine, letting me out and driving that hop-and-a-skip back. Not the distance seems significant, but the sudden detachment, after my having strained against the leash of his gaze for two days. Then, it was a relief, maybe assurance that he was getting strong again or cleaning up the shards of glass from the shattered windows of his privacy.

         
         
         
         
         Alone in the trailer—except for Sibyl’s portrait above the TV—

         
         
         I shuffled through my and P.W.’s mail. Communal mail. Our final electricity bill, significantly thirty dollars even. A bill from Miss Crawford, thanking me in blue ink for my last ten dollars and asking for ten more—the last of the ten-dollars-a-month, thank God! But she sent me a color brochure with pictures of more dresses, her fall line, one of them a plain two-piece pink suit for $99.95: ten dollars down and ten a month for the rest of my life—no, thanks!

         
         
         But I can’t say I wasn’t tempted, and I can’t say I didn’t picture myself in that suit, ten pounds thinner. But where would I wear it? A shock ran through me, realizing I didn’t even know where I might be in a week, in a month, this time next year—certainly not here, and I didn’t know where. I couldn’t imagine going back home and picking up where I’d left off: a virgin in mint condition, dewy fresh and chaste.

         
         
         A hot salty fluid rushed to my face and seeped through my eyes—more of my not-crying, as at the funeral the day before. I swallowed and shook my head, sorting through the rest of the mail. A letter from a high school friend—insignificant: she hadn’t been in on Sibyl’s drama.

         
         
         I flipped the light switch beside the table, flushing the early dusk from the room and sharpening the pencil scrawl on a small bulging envelope. My name in sloping cursive—”miss earlene”—small letters all, no address, no return address, no postage. Something about the scrawl and the handle “miss” seemed typical, and the fact that there was no postmark seemed typically Mae. Only Mae could have wheedled Miss Nona out of free postage. That Mae had that power seemed significant, but I didn’t want to think about that. I tore open the envelope, stuffed with a crumpled sheet of lined notebook paper. Why would Mae write to me when she could walk over on the trail tramped through the woods from the quarters to Sibyl’s house?

         
         
         Stalling, I looked through the window at the clotted rain dripping from the eaves of the trailer, then down at the paper. One sentence set in the middle of the page—“come to the house soon as you can mae m”—as if she were whispering behind her hand.

         
         
         “Yeah, she wants money,” I said and decided to forget it, but I took the note with me to the refrigerator, holding it cold in my hand while considering a bowl of congealed brown field peas. I’d skip supper. At the table again, I read it again and felt colder.

         
         
         P.W. was gone in the truck, so I had no way to go to Mae’s; but even if he’d been there, I would have had to explain why I was going to the quarters alone at night, and he probably would have said no. It didn’t occur to me at first that I could have told him to go to hell, or that I could have lied and said I was going to the store for milk until I told the same lie to borrow Robert Dale’s truck. And still I wasn’t taking the letter seriously. Going was just something to do to while away time between voids. Going was telling P.W. to go to hell.

         
         
         Robert Dale was asleep, but Miss Lettie said for me to take his truck anyway, then took forever to scrap up enough change for a half-carton of eggs. By the time I got away, it was almost dark, rain ticking drowsily from the oaks onto the truck cab—the sound meaningful only if you counted the ticks, the intervals between, full of cricket song, voids only if you forgot them.

         
         
         The quarters started where the school yard stopped, and one more broad-bursting oak to shower the truck with ticking, then I could see the naked lights through doors of the row shanties as I mentally ducked under the old smoking tree. Rolling fires in crumbling fireplaces, hot to the eye and symbolic of skewed compliance with seasons, with white people’s ways; runners of soot along the slumped brick chimneys, evidence that fires, symbolic or not, did burn wild at night in the quarters. Children and dogs roiling in the run-on yards, around wash pots black as their hides and the gathering night. Chickens fluttering to roost in the thriving chinaberries and stunted persimmons. The round dark face of a tiny girl loomed from the light of a yardfire, shadows licking the sheen of barren earth. One braid, standing on her crown, was wound with a glittery elastic band that I recognized as Sibyl’s. The little girl spirited into a ghostly spiral of smoke, then skipped with it across the road ahead of the truck.

         
         
         Curving left along the crescent of houses, facing the school softball field, I wondered if I’d know which shanty belonged to Mae. But in the raw light spilling onto one of the porches, I spied a section of Sibyl’s white curved sofa. I pulled over and parked in the yard beside an umbrella chinaberry seeping raindrops to the leached wet sand. In the next yard, two children stared shock-eyed at the truck. One of them, an adolescent girl with new perked breasts, snapped her fingers and bopped away, a sudden song fleeting into the woods where dark started. A truck innertube quit rumbling and died in another yard, and a ring of rubber-black children materialized. They hopped off and skirled away, peering back at the truck.

         
         
         A round, brown woman in a white apron ambled out on the porch ahead with her hands on her hips and yelled through the open door for Mae. Two small children, with like stained skin, scamped down the doorsteps, trailing a gaggle of dogs. The little boy and girl stopped just short of the truck bumper, faces wiped clean of expression, while the dogs thronged to my door, raised muzzles swallowing their barks. The runty boy wore a pair of shorts, ballooned at the knees, fashioned from Sibyl’s blue chambry western shirt. Hands clasped behind and swaying, he eyed me, his tiny belly popped over the elastic waist like a tit. His nose ran two live yellow streams of snot, which he lapped at with his pink tongue, shaking his head as if disagreeing with himself.

         
         
         The other children had gathered, tucked into shadows of trees and junked cars and roving grownups, and for every child there was a scattered pop bottle, for every bottle a child, foil candy wrappers salient on the slick black dirt. And above all the fervor, the gutteral talk and laughter floated like confetti over the woods that separated them from Little Town like a seive. The smell of fying bacon drifted from the shanties and clashed with the wet green of trees and vines and the sour mud in gullies, sliding to the swamp where frogs formed a thick and langourous swell, like castanets. Neon coals of cigarettes, brothers to the lightening bugs, darted through the grainy dark. And behind all the flurry and fusion, the sounds of babies’ crying pealed on the quarters’ night like sirens at a distance.

         
         
         While waiting, I watched the blue-white candescence of television lights, flickering from doorways. Sounds of sitcom laughter harmonious, house to house, and converging.

         
         
         “Mae,” the old lady on the porch called again, “somebody out here to see you!” She moped into the front room where Sibyl’s white porcelain ballerina posed on top of the television set.

         
         
         Mae finally lumbered to the door, self-consciously pigeon-tied, and leaned on a porch post, peering out. She still wore the same white uniform, quite dirty now, and it glowed like a ghost. Sidestepping the scrabbling children and dogs, she swung from the broken steps, grumbling at the dogs and/ or children, who’d been deafened to any sound short of a dynamite blast.

         
         
         The little boy in shorts tipped on spindly legs behind her. She stopped quick and thrust her hands to her waist, hollering, “Get yo’self back to the house fore you catch yo death, hear me?” She stamped her bare foot on the receptive dirt, and he scuttled off to the eaveshadows of the porch.

         
         
         Chortling, speaking to the truck now, she said, “Mr...uh,” then recognizing me, laughed, her puffed-up body going slack. “Lawd, Miss Earlene,” she said, holding her stomach, laughing and lumbering on. “I sho thought you was Mr. Robert Dale, I natural did. Like to scared the living daylights out of me.” She leaned in the truck window, fanning her face with her hand.

         
         
         “I got your letter, Mae,” I said.

         
         
         “I like to died when I seen you driv up.” Her laughter claimed the dog’s yapping and the trill of frogs closing in from the woods. Then she turned to the boy, switching to mean. “I say get yo’self to the house!” she hollered, seriously, in the thick of it, and all the children backed, but the dogs, multiplying by the dozens, congregated and circled the truck. Dogs the color of sulphur and burnt motor oil, whose hides stretched over jutting ribs like sucked rubber.

         
         
         I crossed my arms on the steering wheel and waited for her sniggering face to lift from the open window, for the little boy to do what she’d said. He wandered to the canopy of the chinaberry and stood bowing his belly. “What did you want with me, Mae?” “I tell you what, Miss Earlene,” she started, propping her chin with her fist. “Me and Punk done bit off more’n we can chew.” She nodded toward the dark circle of the tree where I could now see a cigarette glowing.

         
         
         “Punk,” I called, “is that you?”

         
         
         “You can come on out, Punk, it be Miss Earlene. Come on,” Mae coaxed, motioning with one hand.

         
         
         The cigarette glow floated to the fringe of the dainy-leafed branches that bordered darkness from dusk and stayed.

         
         
         “He be like that,” she said to me. “Plum scared to death.”

         
         
         “Sho is now,” he said, a bodiless voice.

         
         
         “What of?” I asked.

         
         
         “Lawd, it be a mess! That how come me to write you in a letter to come to the house.” Mae ducked to the window again, snorting.

         
         
         “Well,” I said, “what is it?” Several children slipped to the shelter of the tree, death-still.

         
         
         “You be my witness, we ain’t no thefts, me nor Punk neither one. You be my witness.” She seemed to be speaking for the audience gathering under the tree. “I told Punk we could sho count on Miss Earlene. Didn’t I, Punk?”

         
         
         “Sho did now,” he said, whining down.

         
         
         “To what?”

         
         
         Mae’s large face loomed nearer. I could smell fried meat and tarry sweat.

         
         
         “You member that morning Miss Sibyl up and died?”

         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         “Well, you member telling me to stay put till everbody come with they food?”

         
         
         “Yes.”

         
         
         “I didn’t no more stay than nothing. Know how come?”

         
         
         “How come?”

         
         
         “I had to get on to the house with this,” she said, extending a black fist with a brilliant diamond ring to my nose. “That be how come.”

         
         
         I backed and the fist followed with its illusion of double diamonds. “Whose is it?”

         
         
         “It be Miss Sibyl’s,” she said. “And that ain’t all, that ain’t all.” She cocked her head. “Show her your’n, Punk. Show Miss Earlene yo ring.”

         
         
         I heard a rustle under the tree, and a black hand shot out with a heart-shaped ring forced solid on a pinkie. Sibyl had jokingly called it her “dime-one ring” because it was more mount than diamond.

         
         
         “How’d y’all come by them?” I asked.

         
         
         “She left ‘em to us. Swear to God above! Next thing I know, she’d up and left ‘em to us with a letter said we could have ‘em. Not for nothing,” she added.

         
         
         The hand under the tree was gone; I wondered if Punk had gone too. “Where’s the letter?” I said.

         
         
         “That bad youngun yonder et it.” She nodded toward the bow-bellied boy. “Got worms to beat all. “Soon as me and Punk got over being shook up and all, I says we best see can we save that letter for in case nobody don’t b’lieve us. Next thing I know...” She shook her head.

         
         
         I watched the little boy, still and waiting for what would drop next.

         
         
         “Ain’t the skeeters bad for this time of year, Miss Earlene? Aggravating things!” Mae slapped one on her forearm, watching the one-carat diamond nab the light from the porch. “Miss Earlene, you know what folk’s gone think when they finds out. Shore as I be breathing, they gone say me and Punk stold this stuff. Pro’bly done already have. You heared Mr. Robert Dale say anything?”

         
         
         “Not a word,” I said. “Did she give you her couch yonder, too?”

         
         
         “Who? Her!” Mae snorted, slinging her big head. “She ain’t never give me nothing but a hard time. Soon as I figgered out she was hauling her stuff off to the dump, I go get it. Picked up two pretty good settees. She ain’t never give nobody nothing, best of my beknowest, but that picture she got tooken of herself. Wouldn’t nobody be blaming you if you throwed it out, even if she do be dead. Me and Punk both ain’t never been nothing but sorry for you since the day that woman come. Is we Punk?”

         
         
         “Sho is now,” came slowly through the curtain of branches.

         
         
         “That be one aggravating white woman herself, even if she do be dead...”

         
         
         “Sho is now.”

         
         
         I wanted to leave then, because I knew what was coming, that I was now in with Mae and Punk, parteners in the Sibyl Hate Club.

         
         
         “You do be knowing about her and Mr. P.W.?” Mae whispered. I nodded.

         
         
         “She be jealous as she could, Miss Earlene”—her voice rose again—”say she like to snatch yo bleach-blond hair out by the roots. I told her it ain’t bleached. Say, ‘You think I look a dab like Miss Earlene?’ Always saying trash like that: ‘Little Miss Earlene, everbody’s beauty queen!’ Crazy woman! You oughta whupped her tail for carrying on with yo man, what I say. She be crazy bout that man to spite you.”

         
         
         Her mimicking mixed with her whine made my head swim. “Why don’t you and Punk sell the junk?” I said. “Is that all of it?”

         
         
         “Got her watch and what-all, left in a basket on the cookstove,” said Mae. “Got a pretty diamond bracelet, ascared to wear.” “I don’t reckon y’all could sell it.” I sighed, suddenly disgusted. “Can’t eat it, can’t wear it.” “Sho can’t now,” said Punk under cover of the tree.

         
         
         “You go on and tell Mr. Robert Dale about the letter and what-all, then us’s can wear it,” Mae said, stepping aside off as if that settled it. “I reckon he’d likely take your word on it.”

         
         
         “He might would, but I can’t promise he’d believe that about the letter.”

         
         
         “Sho nuf,” Punk said.

         
         
         “Lawd, Miss Earlene, we liable to go to jail. You be our witness to the truth—we ain’t stold nothing!” She tucked the ringed hand under her armpit.

         
         
         The old lady came out on the porch, gazed curiously about, then wandered inside again, shaking her head. She dropped to a chair before the blinking tv screen and began waving the bug-laden air with a cardboard handfan.

         
         
         “Maybe I’d better just take it all back to Robert Dale’s house,” I said, “and make like it’s been there all along.” The tree came alive with an excited rustle of branches.

         
         
         Mae circled, scuffing at a patch of gummy mud with her turtle-

         
         
         head toes. She stopped and held out her hand, looking longingly at the diamond’s glitter in the dark.

         
         
         “It wont make much difference,” I said. “She had so much nobody won’t miss it. Just keep away from over there.”

         
         
         The umbrella tree shook, raining great drops to the dirt.

         
         
         “Can’t,” Mae said, sullen and still against the tremble of branches behind. She rimmed her lips with her swollen pink tongue, eyes like tacks. “Me and Punk got to work out what we done got to owing Mr. Robert Dale.” She spat the last part like a mouth full of siphoned gas. “Cause of her.

         
         
         “Y’all run up a debt with her?” I asked.

         
         
         Punk’s groaning merged with the frogs’.

         
         
         “Evertime we turn around, she be handing out mo’ money,” Mae said. “Kept it writ down on a tablet in a kitchen drawer.” She waited for me to say something, and when I didn’t she went on. “We be working it out till this time next year.”

         
         
         “How come y’all to go and do something like that?” “You know how it is, Miss Earlene,” she whined. “First one and then the other be needing something, and next thing you know, you done run up a debt.”

         
         
         I did know, and I knew Robert Dale, like P.W., was against the practice of loaning money to keep the hands obligated. Big Robert Dale, as well as half the farmers and turpentine men in the county, had always done that. But Robert Dale? Mae had said Sibyl was the one who had forked over the money, but the idea would have come from Robert Dale, or maybe the two or them were more alike than I’d thought. Maybe Robert Dale knew about the jewelery and was using it as more leverage against Mae and Punk. One more crook in that circle that never broke—needing, borrowing, grinding on like mules at a cane mill—till their disgraced deaths. Slavery upgraded.

         
         
         Damn Sibyl and Robert Dale! Damn the blinding brilliance of death! I started the truck, saying, “Go ahead and wear your jewelry; just wear it at night and make sure you don’t wear it except in the quarters.”

         
         
         “Yas ‘um,” Mae said, “long as you be our witness.”

         
         
         Another of Sibyl’s useless gifts, and so incriminating. She must have known when she she gave the jewelery—and I believed she did give it, despite the facts riddled with lies—must have known of the power behind that gift. Maybe she had thought that I would get all tangled up in trying to defend Mae and Punk and ruin my reputation in the county. I didn’t know what kind of trap she’d laid, but I would always believe that somehow what she’d said about me and Punk in the ditch would have surfaced if I’d tried to arrange for them to wear their diamonds in the telling light. I would fix her by never telling. If I’d cornered Robert Dale, I might have convinced him to forget the jewelery and the debt, but I couldn’t risk it, knowing how he had changed. Besides, if he had taken on the habits of those swaggering big farmers and turpentine men, he would have two sides: a soft side for women and a hard side for men. He’d sweet-talk me and then get even.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
         
        
         
         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
          Chapter 14

         
         
         
         
         Atumn was now nudging summer aside and a cool wind blew through the facing windows of the trailer, airing out the mustiness of rain and of us. This was the morning P.W. would leave for the army, so I was packing his clothes for him.

         
         
         Oh yeah, I wanted to tell him to pack for himself, but I would have ended up having to point out items he missed—I would have had to talk to him—and I didn’t want a single thing left that belonged to him.

         
         
         While fishing his tennis shoes from beneath the couch, I gazed at Sibyl’s sun-blared portrait on the other wall. Could I leave her there when I sold the trailer? Let whoever ended up with it put up with her. It would be so easy, and who would care? She’d probably wind up like her phony ancestors, passed from shops to houses, all over the country that P.W. was going to fight for. And she’d look good, would fit in most anywhere. When I looked at her a certain way, she did favor one of those stiff aristocrats who could stay on the circuit forever.

         
         
         The world out there suddenly felt false to me, and I was tempted to stay, donkey-like, on the floor, clutching those shoes in the shape of my leaving-husband’s feet, leather pouched where his big toes went. No. I’d lug the portrait every step I took, to remind me, to prevent waste, but not to prevent guilt or insult Sibyl’s dead gesture. The trailer seemed empty with the stark sun spread across the muddy-brown carpet of the living room. The wind whipped the gold brocade drapes on the east jalousies and the plastic knobs of the draw cords knocked against the wall. Like a spotlight, the sun picked up every hair, every grain of sand on the kitchen tiles—

         
         
         Daddy’s tracks with a lacework of sandy shoe treads left from the day before.

         
         
         Finally, he had come over and, just as I’d expected, didn’t say much, but he brought P.W. a string of fresh flapping perch he’d caught at the river that morning. He didn’t look friendly, and he didn’t act friendly either. He just brought the fish and left. But him giving them and P.W. taking them said more than words, more than friendly looks.

         
         
         I’d have to talk to Daddy soon, now that his moods were neutralizing. With every family disaster, as far back as I could recall—and there weren’t that many in our family—Daddy always took a while to work things through in the woods behind the house. When I was a little girl and he would wander off, I’d picture him wrestling with himself, like Jacob with the angel in my Sunday School book—all bright primary colors—and nothing bad could last with God on his side. “That’s just your Daddy and his way of doing things,” Aunt Birdie would say, and Mama would be wringing her hands. I’m a cross between them, but a lot of Aunt Birdie rubbed off on me too.

         
         
         Stuffing a tennis shoe each side of the folded clothes in P.W.’s suitcase, I pondered whether I should live with Aunt Birdie or go home, whether I should ask Daddy for the money he’d saved for me to go to college, or make my own way. If I took the money, I’d have to move home—at least I would feel that I should—and, face it, home at Aunt Birdie’s was the same as home at Mama’s and Daddy’s.

         
         
         P.W. came in and sat on the couch next to the suitcase, crossed his legs and stared at the wall with Sibyl’s picture. Then he cut his eyes at me, watching as I placed his plaid flannel shirt in the suitcase and folded the soft sleeves with exaggerated care. It smelled like fried fish from hanging on the back of the kitchen door.

         
         
         “You go on and keep the money coming from the trailer,” he said.

         
         
         “I’ll send your half.” “You don’t have to.”

         
         
         “It’s yours.”

         
         
         “Yours, too.”

         
         
         “I’ll get by.”

         
         
         “You going out to work?”

         
         
         “Probably.” I waited for him to say what he’d always said, A woman ain’t got no business out working.

         
         
         “What you reckon you could do?” he asked, surprising me by moving a little out of himself, king and conqueror.

         
         
         “Anything I have to,” I said. “I took typing in school, remember?”

         
         
         “You might could get a secretary job.” His interest dwindled then; he yawned. He looked at the sun-flooded wall, at the portrait dominating it, and tossed a throw pillow from hand to hand.

         
         
         “I might go to college,” I said.

         
         
         “Yeah,” he said indifferently.

         
         
         I shrugged and closed the suitcase. “I might go to work at Miss Crawford’s dress shop.” A joke and a test. I watched him for a response, got none. The pck-pck-pck of the blowing drape pulls was driving me crazy.

         
         
         “What was that, sug?”

         
         
         “Just the drape pulls hitting the wall,” I said and swung the suitcase to the floor. ###

         
         
         I felt strange going around to the driver’s side of the pickup without P.W. asking, You want to drive? But it happened naturally enough, an understanding between us that I’d drive him to the bus station in Jasper, Florida. He had already sold his truck to some bootlegger, he’d said, and whoever the mystery man was would be picking it up later. Out on the highway, I didn’t feel at all edgy about driving him in his truck for the first and last time. I didn’t care if I let up on the clutch too quick, if he got jolted a bit. I kept silent for two miles of water-combed grass shoulders and slick mud ditches, but I knew I’d say something, could feel it wallowing up from that core where unfair things fester. Just as I knew, at some point, I’d say something to Robert Dale about Sibyl. I was the one who’d suffered most, so I had a right to say whatever would come out when my thoughts focused on what that something was.

         
         
         “I wish everything had been different,” I said, keeping my eyes on the glinting gravel ahead where illusory snakes vanished before I could smash them.

         
         
         “Me, too.”

         
         
         I looked at his smooth rounded thighs, his blunt knees pressing the creases from his khaki pants, and was amazed that his body had ever seemed familiar.

         
         
         His sun-pinked face was fixed on the pine woods beyond his window. “Go on and get married again. You hear?” “Thank you.”

         
         
         “Oh, come on! You know you’ll get married to somebody.” He looked at me then and grinned, and it just so happened that we were passing the one-room cinderblock juke, his hangout on the Georgia/Florida line. “Pretty girl like you, course you’ll get married,” he added.

         
         
         I bit my tongue and felt like slapping him. He’d mocked me by blurting whatever had surfaced in his head, hadn’t even bothered to search for something fresh. Still grinning, he reached across and chucked me under the chin. “Don’t you let none of what’s happened stand in your way,” he said. “Any man’d give a pretty to get you.”

         
         
         “Shut your damn mouth!” I snapped.

         
         
         “Yes ma’am.” He shrugged and stared out the window again.

         
         
         A white hot implosion went off behind my eyes, and I swerved from the highway to the shoulder, jolting along until I decided to brake. My choice! My choice!

         
         
         “What the hell!” yelled P.W., crooking one arm before his face as though to fend off an onrushing curve sign.

         
         
         “Listen up, boy!” I shouted. “Don’t you ever talk down to me again, I’ve taken enough of your bull.”

         
         
         He laughed then, threw his head back and laughed, ugly lips flared till his bottom teeth showed. I swung wide with one arm and rammed my fist into his mouth.

         
         
         “Damn, Earlene!” He covered his mouth with of his wrist.

         
         
         Blood trickled from two dash-line punctures on my knuckles. “Reckon they’ll take you in the army without teeth?”

         
         
         “Dammit to hell, Erlie!” He froze with his wrist still over his mouth and stared at me with teary blue eyes.

         
         
         “It’s okay,” I said, because it was and he could no more help blurting than I could; he could no more help being who he was than I could, or Robert Dale or Sibyl—than the year could help being 1964.

         
         
         He bowed his head. “God, I loved you, Earlene.”

         
         
         “Me too,” I said, easing onto the highway again. “We better get going or you’ll miss your bus.”

         
         
         “Reckon we got time to stop at the fruit stand in Jasper and get a cocoaler?”

         
         
         “I guess so,” I said. “What about Robert Dale?”

         
         
         “You asking me did he love you, too?”

         
         
         “No, I meant, what’ll come of him?”

         
         
         “Aw, he’ll get over it,” he said. “He’ll sell out and move on. Uncle Sam’ll probably move him now.”

         
         
         “What about Sibyl?” I needed to say the name rather than think it all the time, and I sounded crazy, as if I thought she was still alive. And she was.

         
         
         “Get rid of her picture,” he said.

         
         
         “Why did he marry her? Why’d you fall in love with her? Why...?”

         
         
         “God, Earlene, I don’t know nothing.” He slapped the seat between us and dust squiggled up in the irritated sun. “All I know is I’m going off to a war I don’t give a flip about, and I ain’t hardly been past Florida before.”

         
         
         Why did you like her better than me? I started to ask, but the question went away before it had formed, like a wave breaking offshore. I reached across and patted his knee. “Damn, you’re cute,” he said, cupping my hand with his, warm in the sun through the windshield.

         
         
         P.W. had never been attracted to tall glamorous girls with strong personalities. He liked cute, short girls he could boss around. How had he been dazzled by Sibyl?

         
         
         “Just so you think I’m cute,” I said. I wanted to give him something, a going-away present for his morale, so I decided not to react to insults previously taken as compliments. “Thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         When we got to Jasper, I followed the bus route signs along the narrow shop-fronted streets. Neither of us had ever worn a watch. Now he did—a black, over-sized digital that read 11:05. The bus would be there at 11:15. We watched the numerals flip to 11:06, 11:07, 11:08, while I drove on past the fruit stand frocking one street corner with mesh bags of oranges hung from the eaves of the long open stall floored with sawdust. That place where we used to wander among hardened baby gator souvenirs and lacquered cypress knees made into lamps and swig Cokes fished from the icy water of a rusted drink chest. Now the fruit stand seemed boring and stale, just a place to buy fruit.

         
         
         The Greyhound bus pulled up as we parked before the squat red brick bus station. P.W., fidgeting with his jacket slung over his shoulder, took a deep breath and got out. I went around to help take his suitcase and satchel from the back of the pickup.

         
         
         Hidden from the bus by the truck, he stepped up and pulled me to him, squeezing me, breasts to chest, and buried his face in my hair, whispering, “God, I hate to go! God, I hate to leave you, Earlene.”

         
         
         “Me, too,” I said, feeling his cheek slide dry against mine, our sudden tears. His face was as smooth as mine and I thought about how I used to fuss because he would wait till morning to shave, how much time I’d wasted on such tripe. “I love you,” I said, meaning exactly that and not in-love with you.

         
         
         “I love you too, Earlene.” And the fact that he didn’t say “sugar” instead of “Earlene” meant he loved me the same way.

         
         
         From the speakers at each end of the station came a warning that the bus bound for Orlando would be pulling out in five minutes. P.W. stepped back and smiled weakly, his freckles standing on his pale face. I longed to touch his hair, copper in the copper sun, to hold him again, if for no other reason that to halt his going, my staying, time. We might have stood there forever, rocking in the moment, while the world went on by.

         
         
         Lugging his suitcase and satchel, he walked lamely toward the open bus door, stepped up and shuffled along the aisle. I watched him settle into one of the dwarfing seats, in the middle, two ahead of another man tinted purple by the tinted glass, and P.W. took on the same purplish tone, and purple became the color of solitude.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         When I got home, I stripped the bed and crammed the washer full of his sleep-softened sheets, random towels and bath cloths. Already the trailer brimmed with sun and fresh air that carried the smell of him, of us, out the windows, curing, purging and light. On my hands and knees, I scrubbed his mud-stamped tracks from the kitchen tiles till a gray foam spread, then rinsed them, banishing his traces.

         
         
         By two that afternoon, the clothesline sagged with sheets and towels, some of my clothes, none of his, the last of ours. Wind flapped the sheets with a series of full-rounded pops and wafted the smell of chlorine in the charged air. Grasshoppers clicking in the high dying grass around P.W.’s junk cars, the ringing of locusts in the dead cottonwood. Lingering sounds that merged in a triumph of oblivion, empty, scattering and rising to the drone of an airplane. The plane passed overhead, dragging the sounds, then released them.

         
         
         In the rosy dusk, after the wind had died, I stood under the clothesline and folded the towels and sheets, and placed them in ordered layers in the clothes basket.

         
         
         A sudden cawing of crows across the open field spoke of fall and started time again, bringing on a backlog of racket from the afternoon: mourning doves cooing, crickets chirring, the telephone ringing, wrens warbling a fake spring song—telephone still ringing—and my cuckoo clock, that verbose intruder, letting loose with seven strident koo-koos.

         
         
         I ran up the back doorsteps, dropping the basket of clothes on the blotter-paper dull kitchen floor, and snatched the receiver from the hook. “Hello.”

         
         
         “Earlene?”

         
         
         “Oh, Robert Dale. Have you been trying to call long?”

         
         
         “Off and on,” he said. “I could see you out hanging clothes and taking them in, and I kept missing you.”

         
         
         “I’m sorry.” From where I was standing, at the corner of the living room and kitchen, I could see Sibyl’s portrait, her eyes humbly veiled, attenuating.

         
         
         “P.W. get off okay?”

         
         
         “Yes.” “Did he leave word...?” He stopped there.

         
         
         “I haven’t seen you in a while.” I decided to change the subject.

         
         
         “I been making up for lost time in the turpentine woods.”

         
         
         “Oh,” I said and listened for that old grudging tone of loss.

         
         
         Nothing.

         
         
         “Earlene, you want to come over and eat a bite. I got some hamburgers and junk.” He laughed self-consciously.

         
         
         “I guess so. When?”

         
         
         “Come when you get ready.”

         
         
         After hanging up the phone, I moved the cuckoo clock from the kitchen chair to the table and sat down, watching the fake brown house with the gaudy clock face and the tiny door from which the living-dead bird might spring out and shock me. Obviously P.W. hadn’t gone by to see Robert Dale before he had left? I’d hoped maybe they’d seen each other on the road and had stopped to talk, or at the Georgia/Florida line where they used to go for a game of pool—before Sibyl, who like the time had changed them. She’d called their game “billiards,” correcting them, and they had quit playing.

         
         
         If there had been any jealously between P.W. and Robert Dale, I think I would have sensed it, and I never did. They seemed to have simply drifted away again, just as they had out of high school, each caught up in his own troubles: P.W. kicked out by his daddy—what money and work he’d invested in the tobacco crop, gone—his lover dead and his wife as good as dead; caught by the draft like a coon in a trap. And Robert Dale... His simple world had taken on the complexion of the universe, as vast and bleeding with change as a tie-dyed sky.

         
         
         
         
         #

         
         
         
         
         “Guess you heard me and P.W. split up?”

         
         
         “Yeah, I heard,” Robert Dale said, going still with surprise anyway. “I’m sorry.” He looked down at his hamburger with its crumbly bun.

         
         
         “Did he tell you?”

         
         
         “No.” He seemed so uncomfortable that I was sorry I’d brought it up.

         
         
         “You up to going through some of Sibyl’s stuff with me?” he asked.

         
         
         I realized I’d not really seen his eyes since I’d come in; he remained looking down, which could mean he’d been drinking. We finished eating and left the dishes on the table, under a single dull bulb of the crystal chandelier, rotating with night bugs. Nothing of Sibyl remained downstairs, except an odd scatter of her furniture, now strung with Robert Dale’s dirty clothes.

         
         
         I told him to go on up, I had to go to the bathroom. I stood in the lit pink bathroom, off the living room, and waited till I heard his footsteps muted by the carpet overhead. Then I turned off the light, tiptoed out to the kitchen and began opening and closing the drawers to the left of the sink. There I learned, for one thing, that Sibyl was no less a packrat than the rest of us rats: a ball of foil, a doubled bow of cotton string, gooey rubber bands, and a scatter of red twistems from plastic bags of bread. And then I found what I was looking for, a common twenty-five cent Blue Horse writing tablet damning Punk and Mae to about a year’s worth of pay-back labor. Uh huh!

         
         
         I ripped out two pages of notes on two and five and ten-dollar loans. Folded it and slipped it into the right pocket of my faded blue jeans. Got it!

         
         
         I figured that Robert Dale no longer slept in his and Sibyl’s room, because contrasted with the rest of the house, it was too neat, too reeking of her sweet frivolous smells, crushed rose petals and spice. Spindly-legged and boyish, he looked strange standing before her open closet bursting with colors and textures—no strong colors, but textures at once coarse and fine, like silk and burlap.

         
         
         “Look at this,” he said—not really to me—and draped a dangling price tag and label across his hand. From left to right he dragged his hand, trailing tags from dresses and blouses and suits—a beautiful tweed one I’d never seen. “Never even wore ‘em,” he said. “Know anybody might could use them?”

         
         
         “Not right off,” I lied, thinking of several people around Little Town who needed them, who would never get beyond wishing for a blue silk dress or a cream crepe de chine blouse.

         
         
         He began lifting the clothes from the rack and placing them, hangers and all, in the cardboard box at his feet while I knelt beneath him, sorting through stacked shoe boxes. Dozens of them. I opened one and a pair of black patent stilettos spangled like sun on glass. After five or six boxes, I quit opening and started shaking them, losing interest—numb really—and simply stacked them against the outer wall of the closet. Shaking one box, with a pink flower border, I heard papers shuffling, corners knocking. I don’t know why but I looked back for Robert Dale, who had wandered to the bed to sort items from one cardboard box to another, before opening it.

         
         
         When I lifted the lid, I froze. Peeking from layers of yellowing envelopes and papers was a photo of me—a wedge of my thirteen-year-old face—the one I’d given to Robert Dale when I was thirteen. I remembered having kissed connected school pictures of myself in tight blonde curls, grinning with too many teeth. Snipping one from a row of identical Earlenes, I’d scrawled “Love always to P.W.” across the back, then on the next, “Love always to Robert Dale.” Aunt Birdie had stood over me and watched as I admired Mama’s pink lipstick slanted across my pudgy neck and face in the tiny wallet-sized photos. “Don’t never put nothing down in writing to come back and haunt you,” she’d said.

         
         
         In all that time, the lipstick hadn’t smudged, just got pinker. Leaving the picture and picking through the papers, I found one of my triangular folded love notes to Robert Dale, his name penciled on the outside in silvery cobweb scrawl. I didn’t have to read it to know what it said. I’d written the same thing in all of those notes, meaningless stuff, and yet it seemed so meaningful in point of fact that Sibyl had kept it.

         
         
         There were other notes and letters I didn’t open—wouldn’t open. But like public courthouse records of crimes, they made my skin crawl with the temptation to peep, a weakness as common and necessary as doors since Eden. Somehow, I’d get rid of them all.

         
         
         One of my beauty contest pictures, an 8 X 10 from a package special, was on the bottom of the box, a black and white glossy. It was curled and streaked and showed me being crowned by some girl who the camera had severed at the arms. I couldn’t even remember her name.

         
         
         God, I couldn’t believe Sibyl had found and kept my pictures! I felt both mad and flattered that she had. I knew Robert Dale hadn’t been responsible for holding onto and stashing them away. He’d always tossed everything on the kitchen table for Miss Lettie and Miss Avie Nell to take care of or throw out.

         
         
         Reprints of my beauty contest pictures had been placed about: on the wall beside the basketball trophy case in the hall at school, alongside the former queens; on Aunt Birdie’s bedside table; on the buffet in Mama’s and Daddy’s dining room; even Miss Eular had one, a little one, she kept in a cigar box packed with other pictures.

         
         
         I looked at my picture, lining the bottom of the box, again trying to recall who was crowning me with the rhinestone tiara. I’d smiled too big and my top gums showed on the right side. But I had been pretty, still hadn’t changed that much. I was prettier than anybody in Little Town now. Rifling once again through the yellowing envelopes—one quite old—I thought how there was probably something in the shoe box for anybody who had ever come close to measuring up to Sibyl, but probably none of what the envelopes contained was important. We were all skeletons in Sibyl’s closet.

         
         
         Going back to my triangular folded love note, feeling the thick sharp corners, I hated her for having read it, love-chocked and innocent as it was. And I was glad I hadn’t gone all the way with Robert Dale. A lot of boys would lie to girls and tell them they were married in their hearts to get them to have sex. Robert Dale nor P.W. ever did that.

         
         
         After squaring the lid on the shoe box with the pink frieze, I set it in the corner again till I could figure how to get rid of it, and began sorting through more shoes, trying to concentrate—why? Such a waste, shoes by the dozens hardly worn or never worn, and such a waste of my time. But I kept at it, till finally Robert Dale spoke, and I caught the second note of disgust concerning Sibyl.

         
         
         “Listen, Earlene,” he said. “If you want any of this junk, take it.” His voice came strange after an hour of being spelled by the buzz of night quiet.

         
         
         I wanted to say no, but was afraid it would come off ungrateful. I would have loved having some of her lovely things but nothing would fit, and besides I couldn’t afford another momento.

         
         
         “Ask me anything you want to,” he said, behind me—I was at that point digging shopping bags of unused stockings and footies and doodads from one corner of her closet. I withdrew my head and stared up at him, his brown eyes glassy with... what? discovery, resignation? He switched on the ceiling light, overpowering the brass lamps each side of the bed.

         
         
         “I know you got to be wondering about all this,” he said, hanging his hands on his low-slung waist with his hip cocked.

         
         
         I got up and sat on the edge of the bed, and he came over and sat beside me, shoving the box at his right elbow away. Still, he laced his fingers between his long scrawny legs and hung his head. “Well, to tell the truth,” he said, “I’m bad in debt for all this junk.” “Don’t tell me anything you don’t want to just...”

         
         
         “Just cause I feel I owe you something for bringing Sibyl here to bust you and P.W. up?”

         
         
         “She didn’t.” I tossed a plastic bag of outdated costume jewlery from the bed to the box between us, resting my hand on the edge. I wouldn’t be caught dead in costume jewlery, she’d said somewhere in the valley of her ruse.

         
         
         “If I can’t talk to you, I can’t talk to nobody,” he said, squeezing my hand on the box brimming with Sibyl. A dress pattern with a Kress Dimestore stamp and a square of folded red taffeta shimmered in the light. She had never sewed.

         
         
         “You can talk to me all night,” I said and swallowed and watched the slump of his shoulders beneath his green-plaid shirt. I felt I should hug him, let him cry on my shoulder, but his weak-coffee eyes were clear, his face only faintly strained. A small scar above his tight upper lip gleamed with sweat. I tried to recall how he’d gotten the scar and couldn’t and was reminded there was a side of him I didn’t know.

         
         
         “I’m not fixing to try to tell you how come I got myself in such a mess,” he said. “I did it to my ownself, as they say, and I swear I believe I’d do it again.”

         
         
         I caught my breath; he thumbed the pages of a new magazine on top of a stack at his right elbow. The magazine was Golf Digest, and I knew—finally knew something—that neither of them had played golf.

         
         
         Despite my shock, coming in waves, my mind kept flitting to the shoe box with the pink frieze, more important in light of his telling. My ears rang in harmony with the katydids outside. I could smell bugs hot against the overhead bulb, could hear a persistent ping ping of their husk bodies batting the window screens.

         
         
         “I married Sibyl because she was so dang beautiful and exciting,” he announced. “I reckon it could of been cause she was different too.”

         
         
         I felt ugly and chastened myself by pricking my finger on a beaded broach left on the down comforter.

         
         
         “She never was sweet like you, Erlie. Never. She was just different. I bet you’re wondering how come her to marry a nobody like me, huh?”

         
         
         “No,” I said. “I mean you’re not a nobody.”

         
         
         He laughed bitterly. “I never knew I wasn’t either till I met her.”

         
         
         “She never measured up to you,” I said, watching the light bounce from her gilt-framed mirror.

         
         
         He laughed and leaned back, propped on his hands, forgetting me, it seemed. “Well, Sibyl Sapp married me so she could die respectable. And that’s the Lord’s truth.” “Die respectable,” I repeated, dismissing my theory about the catchy double-S on the mausoleum and recalling Aunt Birdie’s theory about Sibyl’s short-cut to building character, her being thought well off instead of thought well of.

         
         
         “To die respectable,” he said again, and he might have been talking to himself. “Found out the hard way, after a long time of trying to give her enough. Finally, when the banks wouldn’t loan me any more money, I got into bootlegging.”

         
         
         “Robert Dale!” I gasped.

         
         
         “Yeah,” he said, his eyes going hard, “and it’s gonna be a long time before I can get out. Figgered I might sell off what I can and divide it amongst everybody she left owing, but I still can’t quit for a while.”

         
         
         “Just quit,” I said. “Quit right now!”

         
         
         “I can’t, sugar,” he said, going soft—soft all over. “Lord, I wish I could!”

         
         
         Until then, I thought, you’ll keep on bootlegging whiskey and using Mae and Punk and everybody... All for Sibyl.

         
         
         He got up and wandered between the rhomboid of boxes, then came back and sat in the same spot with his head bowed. “I can loan you my half of what I get from the trailer,” I said, touching his arm.

         
         
         “No,” he said, placing his hand on mine. “That’s sweet of you, honey, after all you been through. But it wouldn’t amount to a drop in the bucket, probably wouldn’t pay for half of this junk here.” “Well, you could sell your house...” He cut me off. “Ain’t mine, belongs to the bank.”

         
         
         “I hate her.”

         
         
         “I could of stopped her.”

         
         
         “No, you would of lost her.”

         
         
         “I doubt it. She never did love me, didn’t make any bones about it, but I don’t think she was going anywhere in her shape.”

         
         
         “You could go to Daddy or Aunt Birdie for money. Mr. Lyde’ll go on a loan for you.”

         
         
         “He already has. And your daddy’s loaned me all he can lay hands on, even borrowed against his place. Even P.W. let me have what little bit he could rake and scrape; just about everybody in Little Town’s lent me money. God, Earlene, you can’t imagine how bad I felt having everybody watch us riding around in a new T-bird they bought. And poor old Miss Lavenia and them wearing the same old frocks to church they had on for twenty years with Sibyl all gussied-

         
         
         up in her fancy dresses. Every time I’d bring it up, she’d make light of it. She’d laugh and say, ‘Why, they know you’ll pay them back.’ And the truth is, she didn’t care if she disfurnished them.”

         
         
         He was waiting for me to add something, searching my face, and I kept what I hoped was a hard-glazed look and thought about how I’d been robbed of what I stood to inherit, our three-generational home place. Daddy’s savings, my college money, gone. I could have killed P.W. for giving Robert Dale money for Sibyl to spend after he’d been so stingy with me.

         
         
         “I feel like the devil taking P.W.’s truck,” said Robert Dale. “He did tell you we traded on it, didn’t he?”

         
         
         “Yes,” I lied, because I couldn’t handle saying no and changing courses—what I might find if we got turned around.

         
         
         He went on spilling words on the air, like the closet had spilled on the floor, the remains caught in the cardboard box overflow. “When I met her, she had nothing but the shoes on her feet—a pair of waitressing shoes—but I swear to God she was the prettiest thing I ever laid eyes on. It wadn’t just that she was beautiful, she was pitiful too. Her mama and daddy died when she was just a youngun. You know the first thing she told me when we got to knowing one another?”

         
         
         I shook my head. What an idiot!

         
         
         “Told me, flat out, she was fixing to die. I nearly bout went crazy, seeing how beautiful and young she was and her dying. I asked her to marry me a couple of days later, and in all fairness, she told me she hadn’t ever figgered on marrying somebody who wadn’t rich. You know what I said?”

         
         
         “That you were rich.” “Yep.” He laughed. “And I bought her a big fancy diamond ring with my tobacco money to prove it. She run Lettie off soon as she got here, said she wadn’t fixing to live in no rundown dump. Lettie had a hissy fit at first, but you know Lettie.”

         
         
         “I know Lettie,” I said in contribution, hearing my voice crawl on the rich-with-Sibyl air.

         
         
         “Lettie gave right in, said she belonged to be close to Mama anyhow, what with me grown and all, needing my own life. If she’d just hung around, put up a fight...” He sighed and lay back on the bed with his arms over his head, staring up at the light that rendered his face like new lard. “Next thing I knew, Sibyl had ordered up a new house. I didn’t have a bit of trouble getting the money for that; it was what came with it, and then the horses and the barn and the cars got me down. I’d prettinear borried all I could get hold of before she got her last car. You ever see her satisfied?”

         
         
         “No.” I lay beside him, on my back too, and we listened to the whippoorwills way off, their sonorous calls now reduced to a sort of steady, rapid snoring.

         
         
         “I won’t have you thinking there’s something wrong with you because of what me and P.W. did.” I just listened. What an idiot!

         
         
         “I made her jealous of us,” he said, bringing both arms down to his sides.

         
         
         “Us?”

         
         
         “Me and you. That night after the cookout when I walked you home, I didn’t go back to the barn right away. I let ‘em wonder where we were.”

         
         
         “You mean P.W. thought...?” The name stuck in my throat like a red hot coal; I swallowed and felt it burn all the way down.

         
         
         “I imagine he got pretty riled.” He laughed as though it was of little consequence, some strategy in a basketball game necessary to bring the team to victory. He rolled over and kissed me on the mouth, a sloppy soft kiss, whiskey sweet, then lifted his face as though testing for feelings. “We could still give it a try, me and you.”

         
         
         My instinct was to slap him, to wipe his kiss from my lips, but reason said to let him rattle on. See where he would go from there. “Second fiddle?” I asked.

         
         
         “I’ve played it.” A message salted with meaning.

         
         
         “Yes,” I said, a bit insulted by the lack of interest in his dead-to-me eyes. But mostly sickened.

         
         
          He rolled over again, onto his stomach, muttering, “You could have all her stuff—I mean you can have it anyway.”

         
         
         “I don’t want it.”

         
         
         “Reckon they’d take me in the army with a record long as my arm?”

         
         
         “You don’t have one yet,” I said, thinking the kiss and the confession might not have happened—praying they hadn’t. Mentally I transferred them to the box with the frivolous pink frieze.

         
         
         He laughed. “I bet I’m the only one in Little Town doesn’t mind going to the Vietnam war. Poor old P.W. Lord, she got to him! He came plum unstuck first time she got to telling him she was dying.

         
         
         “You know I can’t help but wonder if everlast one of us wadn’t crazy about her cause she was dying. We hadn’t ever seen nobody young and pretty about to die. Course, there was just something about Sibyl...”

         
         
         He’s talking about the others, the basketball players, I thought, them and Sibyl. My face grew hot, realizing that he was telling me things he thought I already knew, and I knew so little. Only that our lives had been splattered like rotten eggs against a wall.

         
         
         “Let’s get the rest of this stuff boxed up,” I said. “I gotta get home.” I was no longer willing to listen all night. I just wanted everything boxed up and taped down. I wanted to separate myself from him, pictures and notes and past, and forget it all.

         
         
         “I don’t believe in being in love,” I said in response to something he said about love, and then I raked the jewelry case from the top of Sibyl’s vanity to a box, along with her silver charm bracelet and jade earrings, her lipsticks, powder and perfumes. I was glad Mae and Punk had something, even if it was only glitter they couldn’t use. A spool of thread, the color of Sibyl’s burial dress rolled into the box too. I picked it up, disgusted with her crazy notions, that whole ivory spectrum of her dying days, and dropped it as Robert Dale said, “Then you’ve never been in love before.”

         
         
         The comment came disconnected, so I let it lay with the others that hung in the air thick with her. She was Sibyl now, no longer Sibyl, she.

         
         
         “She had all of us eating out of her hand before she got done.” He laughed vaingloriously, as if he was proud to have bought the act that brought the acclaim.

         
         
         “Didn’t you ever mind the others?” I asked, watching him behind me in the mirror.

         
         
         “Huh?”

         
         
         “The others being with her, didn’t you mind?”

         
         
         “At first,” he said, dumping the contents of a dresser drawer into a box, part of his answer obliterated by the drawer runners scraping onto their tracks. “...got to where it didn’t bother me.”

         
         
         I felt shorn of innocence like insulating wool.

         
         
         “She never went all the way, you know,” he said.

         
         
         I watched my face go white in the mirror, his movements but a blur at my back. The tease. I watched the tease in Sibyl’s gilt-

         
         
         framed mirror, tears trickling down my dropped face. And I thought about my Easter dress hanging so long in the closet, my stringing everybody along...worms nibbling at my vanity. Had I reached out, I could have touched Sibyl.

         
         
         “There is one thing I’d like to have of hers,” I said.

         
         
         “Take whatever you want.”

         
         
         I took the shoe box with the pink frieze and left him worrying with ghosts, living and dead.

         
         
         
         
         * * * * *

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
        
         Chapter 15

         
         
         
         
         I set out along the moonlit stretch to Aunt Birdie’s. The sandy road ahead, the grassed shoulders, fields and trees, as far as I could see, were skinned over with a mother-of-pearl luminescence, the same kind of light that forms in the east to make a dawn. Out in the open and free, I took off my shoes, squishing the cool sand between my toes, and walking backwards, watched my foot prints meet. It was over.

         
         
         That deadness inside me was shedding and newness was hatching under the eggshell skin made of moon. Turning again, slowly so as not to disturb the distillation of sound and light, I could see the moon glinting on Aunt Birdie’s tin roof and spilling over the sides of her house to the yard and road, a pool of moonspun sand, to the cedar thicket in Mama’s and Daddy’s yard where dark started. The bearing-down song of crickets seemed textured of moonlight and flushed the shrillness of the world behind me.

         
         
         I’d always loved moonlight, and I knew that probably made me a romantic, and probably being a romantic was what had made me so vulnerable, what had been at the root of my undoing. But, say what you will, moonlight has a way of bringing out things usually skipped by daylight: the silvery mortar rim of Aunt Birdie’s brick well, in feral shadow now; the hoop of white hot fire, those moon-torched electric glass insulators, bordering her phlox bed (Aunt Birdie must have screwed those glass domes into the dirt in anticipation of moonlight—she had that kind of vison, moonlight vision in balance with day); the chinaberry tree loomed solid—alive with roosting chickens now—leaves tucked by the moonspray and in their stead, feathers sifting down; the house looked whole, no warped boards or sagging porch, no leaning chimney, one oblique shadow penciled in on the dirt; and the clothesline shadow, a line drawn across the east side of the yard to keep snakes from crawling past and burrowing in the unstirred dust under the house.

         
         
         Mama and Daddy would be fast asleep in their room that smelled of cold soot and cedar, as smothering as their love at times. Poor Daddy, who had taken such a risk and lost, and Mama, who thought evil was a woman giggling. Aunt Birdie knew what real evil was, and I would bet a nickel she’d not given a nickel to Robert Dale’s cause.

         
         
         Drawing nearer to the end of the road, I could see a yellow light in her front window giving off a glow like a kerosene lamp. She loved those bug-repellent bulbs, maybe because they discouraged night bugs, or maybe because their soft surlur flare tempered her harsh, realistic view of things.

         
         
         I dropped my shoes on the porch floor, testing the cool smooth planks with my bare soles, and she opened the door and stood staring at me in the shifting moonlight; she made no pretense of guessing who’d come up, didn’t feign surprise, nor try to hide that she’d been expecting me.

         
         
         “I figgered you’d be on,” she said, “so I waited up.” Her straight-forwardness scratched across the moonlight lull like nails on tin. She pushed open the dragging screen door for me to pass through. “P.W. get off awright?” she asked, glancing down at the box under my arm.

         
         
         I wasn’t quite ready to talk about the box—what was in it—and might never be. “I took him to the bus station this morning,” I said. In the front room, I stood facing the square kitchen table where a row of sugar-dulled jars of cucumber pickles set tarnishing like a miser’s coins. The warm air was sticky with cloves, tumeric and sweetened vinegar. “I see you been putting up pickles,” I said.

         
         
         “Put up twelve quarts thi’sevening,” she said, “with the help of your mama and daddy.”

         
         
         “They’re pretty,” I said, weaving among the close-set chairs and tables and baskets, a catercornered pie safe, a bed, and two rockers set before a low-burning fire on the hearth. “Aren’t you hot, Aunt Birdie?”

         
         
         “Reckon it is a little warm in here.” She wiped her hands on her stained white apron, untied and draped it over a chair with a cowhide bottom.

         
         
         “Feels good outside,” I said. “Starting to cool off some.”

         
         
         She hobbled to one of two windows set each side of the mantelpiece and lifted up, mullioned panes birring, and propped it with a sawed-off tobacco stick.

         
         
         “Pull up a chair and set down,” she said.

         
         
         “I went over and helped Robert Dale pack up some stuff,” I said, avoiding the name “Sibyl” in Aunt Birdie’s house. 

         
         
          She scuffed to the hearth in her blue terry slides and poked at the two logs melting into each other, then settled into her shabily padded rocker next to mine. “What’d he have to say?” She watched the fire as though charmed by the row of flames blooming like lilies along the logs.

         
         
         “Nothing much,” I said, then added, “just that Sibyl had married him so she could die respectable.” Because I might as well get on with telling what I’d end up telling anyway.

         
         
         “Is that what he had to say?”

         
         
         “He made out like he was rich.” I placed the box on the floor between us. “Threw away his tobacco money on a big diamond ring for her.” “Umm,” she said, her leathern forehead curling up as she glanced down at the box.

         
         
         I waited, leisurely lifting my knees and latching my hands around them to stop their trembling. “Well, sugar,” Aunt Birdie said, rocking with her feet paddling on the rag rug, “ain’t much point in holding nothing back now. You come here to tell me what you know on Sibyl and to find out what I know. What you asked before and I weren’t of a mind to tell. Not while she was living.”

         
         
         “I’m not sure I do know anything, Aunt Birdie. I mean, nothing that would do to tell.”

         
         
         She nodded, satisfied she knew the feeling, but had somehow overed it. “Just between you and me and the gatepost, Sibyl Sharpe knowed us a long time before we got to knowing her.”

         
         
         
         
         A lid on a jar of pickles sealed with a pop. I flinched.

         
         
         She leaned forward and spat a cud of snuff into her coffee-can spittoon, as if she had a lot to say and her snuff was in the way of her tongue. Then she sat back and sighed, eyes on the fire, and drew her handkerchief across her mouth. All in her own good time.

         
         
         I didn’t know how and I didn’t know what, but I knew that I was on the verge of knowing, really knowing Sibyl, knowing death and being able to see it closing the calendar on finished days. And if you could die from holding your breath, I would have died then. Whatever she would tell about Sibyl—and it had to be something about her past—would change my thinking on life and death and her, would no longer leave me free to shuffle through mundane days but would plummet me toward a meaningful end. I thought I saw Aunt Birdie’s hands shake, but it was my eyes, my very nerves set to quivering over dread of the unknown. It wasn’t over.

         
         
         “This all took place around 1950, when me and Pap was living on Emmet Walter’s old homeplace, bout halfway here to the Georgia line.” She paused, waiting for the tale to rise like smoke over green fire wood. “That was just before we moved here to farm your daddy’s place, a year or so, I’d say, and Emmet had just bought that cloth-top car setting in your yard now. A sight of his’try in that old car. I done told you how him and Pap’d go out gallivanting in it, them and that Candy Block, so I won’t backtrack over all that now.” She sucked in and let go, rocking to the rhythm of the crackling fire.

         
         
         “Anyhow, it was on a hot summer evening, late that August, just about the time pears was coming in, and Emmet put in for me to mind his store in Little Town for him and Pap to cruise some timber over round Monticello. I was a good hand to figger then, and ever so often, I’d make a little change on the side by helping out at the store; besides, looked like a chance for Pap to get in some line of business sides farming. Back then, you could be fattening right along on homegrown corn and taters and still be suffering from what you took in from crops.

         
         
         “Well, I put down what I was doing and went on, half-figgering them two would get off and get to drinking, but they was liable to do that anyhow. Nobody much didn’t come by the store that evening—the depression hadn’t let up for most folks around here. One or two dropped by to jaw, a couple of colored pulpwood hands come in for sodie crackers and cold drinks on a credit. Emmet would work it out of them or have their hides. He was the mister come up with the idear to start a Klu Klux Klan in these parts; had to get dog-drunk to put a bedsheet over his head.” She was talking in the backed-up voice of her youth, spry, strong and clear.

         
         
         “Long about sundown that evening, Emmet comes driving up on the dirt yard in front of the store, him and Pap, and I could tell they was drinking by the way they had their necks scrunched, both of ‘em all drawed up and beaming. They parked before the door and got out, staggering and sniggering, Emmet’s head hanging to one side, like it’d do. Him tall and blocky-shouldered, and Pap, pint-sized and wiry, all ears.” She clenched her teeth. “Made me mad as fire! I met ‘em at the door with my fly flappet—you know a man ain’t nothing but a baby, don’t matter how old he gets to be. Anyhow, I went to laying down the law, told ‘em to set on the bench out front till they could sober up and act like somebody, then went on inside. I could see their keen red necks through the window, them staring off at the courthouse across the new hardroad where the liveoaks was just coming alive with katydids. A car or two passed, somebody’s old truck, but most everbody in Little Town was done setting down to supper. We was going through a bad hot spell, and looked like just before dark, the sun got hotter, bearing down before it let up. Had a lil’ ole fan in the store didn’t do nothing but stir the heat.

         
         
         “I went on about my business, mopped up a puddle of water from the ice box, got me a cold drink, and pulled up a chair to the front door so I could mind out for them and the store. Me knowing they was just waiting for the chance to strike out in that dad-bum car again. Ever once in awhile, Emmet, setting on the end of bench by the door, would peep around and see me watching, and he’d mumble to Pap, and Pap’d cuss and stand up, hiesting his britches, and make like he was leaving in spite of me. I’d let him get about halfway to the car, then holler out, and he’d stuff his hands in his pockets and straggle back to set with Emmet.” She got still, as though searching for the right words to give voice to the heart of the story, the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece laying claim to all sound, what had been there all along, and marking time-past and time-present, a sliver of now, and time-to-come, a rapid passing. A moth came anyway and flitted around the yellow bulb in the front window.

         
         
         “Come dust-dark, me getting ready to close up the store, I seen a stocky, black-headed man and a young girl with gold hair come rambling up from Walton Creek way. Not nobody from around Monroe County, I could tell, even if they hadn’t been wearing packs on their backs. A look about them that told they was from sommers else; the way the old man was carrying hisself, for one thing, loose-jointed and quick, slinging his arms with his head high. Prouder than most tramps—they was a sight of tramps come by in them days. The lil ole gal, maybe twelve or thirteen—hard to tell and her with all that makeup and built like she was—wore shorts up to her crotch, and weren’t a woman in the county would dress like that along then.”

         
         
         I placed my feet flat on the floor and pressed my itchy back to the slat back of the rocker, death-still and waiting.

         
         
         She went on: “‘Howdy-do,’ said the man to Emmet and Pap, like a policy man come to collect on their insurance. He stopped before them, wiping his forehead with his dingy white shirt sleeve. ‘Reckon we could bother you for a drink of water?’ he said.

         
         
         “‘Help yourself,’ Emmet said and pointed to the spigot at the end of the bench where Pap was dozing to the hum of locusts in the dog fennels between the old Masonic Lodge and the store.

         
         
         “The fellow cupped his hands and swigged till he got full, stepped to the side and waited for the girl to drink. Her slinging her back pack to the ground, then holding her long gold hair from her sunned face and sucking from the spigot. “‘That your car?’ asked the man, wandering off across the yard to the car, checking it out.

         
         
         “‘Mine,’ said Emmet, him and Pap both at attention now. Suspicioning, I expect, cause weren’t that many tramps had the gall to walk up slick and set in questioning.

         
         
         “‘Well,’ said the man, ‘I be goddamned!’ Or the gall to use the Lord’s name in vain in Little Town. What we lacked in businesses, we made up for in churches: look left, and you could see the Methodist church; look right, and you could see the Baptist church; and if you could of looked over the top of the two-story courthouse, you could see the Church of God, and behind it the Church of Christ and the Colored church in the quarters, behind the schoolhouse.

         
         
         “The girl roamed around the side of the building, then come back and propped up on the cooterhull of the car, gazing off at two younguns let loose after supper to play in the courtyard. Them gold eyes taking in everthing—Pap and Emmet and the man in the moon sunk in the haze over the tin top of the courthouse. “Her old man—I done figgered him for the daddy cause he looked to be close to forty—was kicking the tires, peeping inside the car. Whistling like he would at a woman. ‘Don’t reckon you’d figger trading on this car?’ he said.

         
         
         “‘No sir,’ said Emmet, ‘I wouldn’t.’

         
         
         “The fella stood tall, staring over the car, his greasy face catching the glare of sun as it dropped. Then he strolled around the back, locking eyes with the girl, then Emmet. ‘This here’s my girl,’ he said, ‘been walking the road with me since we left Alabamie. Going to South Florida to pick oranges for the winter.’

         
         
         “‘Don’t say,’ said Emmet.

         
         
         “‘Yessir,’ said the man and propped on the cooter hull next to the girl fanning with her hand. ‘I’m gone make you a deal you can’t refuse,’ he said. Them hard dark eyes cut around at the crossing, then at Emmet again. ‘How bout swapping me this car here for this lil ole gal here.’ “I come to my feet then.

         
         
         “‘What the...?’ said the girl and whirled round to stand between her old man and Emmet. ‘You sunstruck or something, Harp?’

         
         
         “Harp. She called him Harp.

         
         
         “‘Hush up,’ he said and stepped around her. ‘Time you got off the road.’

         
         
         “‘But you gone be on it—right?—and in that car—right?’

         
         
         “He never looked at her, just at Emmet. And Emmet ain’t said nothing; he just set there gnawing at his black moustache and nussing his hands on his lap with his ankles crossed. I figgered he might be fixing to make the trade; not that he would of sober, mind you, but you never could tell and him drunk. Had a lot of business about him, but he was a weak man with a drink in him. After a minute or two, looked like he come to his senses, maybe thought about Miss Lily waiting supper at the house. He stood up, sucking in his gut, and Pap stood up too, and Emmet went to rearing and cussing at the man, Pap joining in like a fice dog yipping in the background. Then both of ‘em tore out after that fella, like dogs in a pack. Him taking off around the store and up the alley of dog fennels, bypassing the girl and dodging around the front of the car, eyeing Pap and Emmet now scooping up gravel from the side of the road and chunking it over the car at the tramp. Screen doors went to slamming from all four corners of Little Town, people idling out on their porches. And that gal just stood there with her hands hanging, same old spot by the cooterhull. Face calm as could be. All of a sudden, the man, ducking up and down behind the car, went to cackling and hollering out that he was just cutting up—’wouldn’t take nothing for that girl.’ And still she stood there, maybe pondering her possibilities, and still you couldn’t tell by her face what she was thinking. You never could.

         
         
         “I pushed open the door then. ‘Hey, mister,’ I yelled, ‘I done sent after the law, so you better just be high-tailing it on out of here.’

         
         
         “He eyeballed me from where he was squatting, then walked in a squat to check for Emmet and Pap, them eyeing me too with their fists of gravel midair. The man stood up then and went to motioning for the girl to come on.

         
         
         “‘Go on by yourself,’ I hollered, ‘you ain’t no fitten daddy and you ain’t taking that youngun nowhere.’

         
         
         “She just stood there with her mouth gaped, and Pap and Emmet did too, and the man headed out toward the Georgia line, walking backwards now and then to watch us, till he was out a sight.”

         
         
         “What then?” I said, watching her as the girl must have watched, the girl who had to have been Sibyl. “Wellsir,” said Aunt Birdie, inert and dredging memory, “I took her on home with me, me and Pap did, and kept her two whole months. Fed her, cleaned her up, tried to put her in school when it started, treated her the best I knowed how, though I didn’t never love her—I can’t say I did. Something about her wouldn’t let you. At first, she didn’t talk atall, not to me and not to Pap. I put her to helping out in the kitchen, and she’d stand and stare out the window at the woods, long-faced and lonesome. A dreamer’s what she was. Me and Pap even took her to the picture show in Jasper one night, and she set staring at the screen like she’d stared out my kitchen window. Couldn’t make head nor tails of what she was thinking, that one, but I figgered she’d come around. I had me a youngun now, what I’d always yearned for. Didn’t work out that way. When looked like she got a bait of us dull old people, she turnt hateful. Went to blowing up lies. One day her mama had got run over by a car on the road and died under a creek bridge, a bunch of long drawn-out bloody details no normal youngun wouldn’t tell and it the truth, nor dream up on some Mama they loved if it was false. Figgered me for a fool’s, what she done. She’d forget that story in a day or two and figger I had too, and make like she was a princess been kidnapped by Harp. Next, she was his wife and me and Pap had done busted them up, ruint her life. Weren’t long before she got to wandering off to Little Town; be gone two whole days and come back with some fool story bout some big truck driver grabbing her out of the yard, taking her off and using her, then leaving her by the road, other side of Little Town. Pap lit into her that time, called her a liar, and weren’t long before she come to me with big crocodile tears running down her cheeks and told me Pap had been forcing hisself on her. Went to Pap and told him I’d been beating on her. Broke my heart, Pap’s too. We put our heads together and decided to get her a bus ticket to wherever she wanted to go; she weren’t no youngun, we’d done found out, maybe hadn’t never been, and if she was a youngun, she’d been so pumped full of meanness, we weren’t no match for her. Some people’s just born mean, and I believe that. But that was a pretty youngun, I tell you. Just growny acting, and they ain’t nothing no uglier.

         
         
         “So, we seen her off on the bus to Tampa, Florida—where she hoped to hook up with Harp—and when we got home I found out she’d took everlast dab of my egg money and what Emmet had give me for minding the store.”

         
         
         “Sibyl,” I said.

         
         
         “Sibyl,” she repeated. “The first time I laid eyes on her, after she married Little Robert Dale, I knowed there was something about her that put me in mind of somebody. Them gold rattlesnake eyes was what give her away. Then that day she come to be a member of the church, I put two and two together.”

         
         
         “Did you tell her?”

         
         
         “I did.” She picked up her rocking speed. “What did she say?”

         
         
         “About what you’d expect.” She braked the rocker. “Said she didn’t have ery idear what I was talking about. I told her to get on out of town again, to take what was hers and go and let you young people alone. Figger it up for yourself, Sibyl had to of been closer thirty than twenty, old enough to have learnt at least half of what she was gone learn from life. Still claimed she didn’t know what I was talking about. But when she seen I meant business, she changed her tune. Told me if I ever told a living soul, she’d swear up and down I was a lie.”

         
         
         “That’s not how come you didn’t tell.”

         
         
         “No.” She glared at me with milky jade eyes. “I didn’t tell because weren’t nothing to be gained by telling. Them boys would of done what they done anyhow. Young people’s got to run into a brick wall before they wake up.” “Me too?” I hadn’t intended to make it a question

         
         
         “Would anything have been different if I’d told?” Aunt Birdie locked eyes with me in the yellow light, midnight come and gone as if her telling and my hearing hadn’t changed time: morning was set. No sacred shade of darkness to draw over fact now. “She was what she was,” Aunt Birdie sighed.

         
         
         “She never went all the way,” I said.

         
         
         “What, sugar?” “Nothing.” I felt the dawn lifting. “You never told how she’d lived—her secret—so she could die respectable.”

         
         
         “That too, I reckon,” she said, bowing her frayed head. “Ain’t for everbody to be knowing even now.”

         
         
         “If you’re through, Aunt Birdie, I need to use your fireplace.” I got up and gathered the box in my hands, hearing its secrets knock.

         
         
         She rocked on, complacently. “I don’t reckon that’s nothing you want to talk about.” “No ‘um, I don’t,” I said. “I mean, I don’t need to now.” I didn’t look at her.

         
         
         “I got a good notion who that fancy thing belonged to.”

         
         
         “Yes ‘um,” I said. “It don’t matter, though.”

         
         
         My back felt cool as I knelt on the depressed slab of rough concrete. I lifted the lid, breathing in the smell of soot, cloves, vinegar and old paper, and placed a letter on the live coals and watched it glow and flare. Then another and another, watching the fire blaze and roll, heat strong on my face. My face in the pictures blackened and knurled, and Aunt Birdie gasped. A horseshoe winked red from the bed of ashes.

         
         
         “Do you want the box?” I said, sitting on my heels while the fire crackled and died.

         
         
         “No, I wouldn’t have no use for such,” she said.

         
         
         I placed it on the horseshoe and watched the iron burn through and blaze, a glorious burning that purged even the soot-feathered chimney.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         THE END
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