English III Summer Reading and Annotation Guide:
Short Stories and Poems of the Southern United States

Dear students,

Please annotate every short story and poem in this packet. Below is a comprehensive annotation guide.
Annotation is a habit, a way of reading and thinking, and embracing this habit will take you far in your literary
career. When we come together as a class in May, I will check your annotations for credit. I hope you have a

relaxing and restful summer, and I look forward to a beautiful school year with you!

Sincerely,
Mrs. Stair
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Annotating Short Stories

On the title page of the short story: create a list of characters in the story. Underneath each character’s name,
write a one-two sentence character summary (list character traits; note whether the character is round, flat,

dynamic, static; note internal and external conflicts ) and note key moments of character development.

On the last page of the short story:
e Write a plot summary (1-2 paragraphs), and note key moments (climax, epiphanic moments) in the
story.
e Createa list of literary devices in the story: note themes, allusions, images, and motifs.

e  Make a list of unfamiliar vocabulary words and look up definitions



In the top margins of the story: use a star or an asterisk to note important moments and turning points you

might want to bring up in a class discussion or return to in a paper.

In the bottom margins of the story: Write down any and all questions and remarks that come up as you are

reading.

Marginalia: notes and symbols to use as you read:

Underline or highlight key words, phrases, or sentences that are important to understanding the work.
Write questions/comments in the margins as if you were having a conversation with the text.

[Bracket important ideas or passages]

Connect ideas with lines or arrows

*Use a star or asterisk in the margin to emphasize the ten or twenty most important lines in the book
Use ??? for sections or ideas you don’t understand.

Circle words you don’t know. Define them in the margins.

A check mark means “I understand”

Use !!! when you come across something new, interesting, or surprising.

Annotating Poems

Read the poem once. Write down any questions you have in the top margin.

As you read the poem:
e Circle all unfamiliar words. Look them up and write the definitions in the margin.
e Look for poetic devices in the poem (metaphor, simile, personification, imagery, allusion).
Underline and label all devices you see.
e Look for sound devices in the poem (alliteration, assonance, consonance, euphony, cacophony.

If you do not know these words, look them up). Underline and label all sound devices you see.

To write beneath the poem (in the bottom margin):

Paraphrase the poem (put it into your own words), line by line.

Who is the speaker in the poem? How do you know?What is the situation? What is happening in the
poem?

Does the poem have a rhyme scheme? If not, is it free-verse?

Do you see anaphora or repetition? If so, why might the speaker repeat those words? Make notes.
Look at diction (word choice): does the speaker use high diction (elevated, academic), middle diction,
or low diction (slang, colloquial)? What does the diction tell you about how the speaker feels about the
topic?

Is the poem making an argument or a statement? If so, what is it?



*A note of importance:

In our English III class, we will read literature and poetry about the sometimes painful and conflicted history of
the United States. We will engage in civil discourse about complicated subjects, and we do not turn away from
the harsh realities of the past. Asa result, you may see a problematic epithet in a few of the stories in this packet;
when we return, we will discuss the historical context of these works at length. As always, please email me if you

have any n_snmao:m“ Bmﬁ&q@»mrnomm_\vﬁoqm.



“A Rose For Emily”
By William Faulkner



A Rose for Emily

by William Faulkner

I

WHEN Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town went to her funeral: the men through a sort of respectful
affection for a fallen monument, the women mostly out of curiosity to see the inside of her house, which no one
save an old man-servant--a combined gardener and cook--had seen in at least ten years.

It was a big, squarish frame house that had once been white, decorated with cupolas and spires and scrolled
balconies in the heavily lightsome style of the seventies, set on what had once been our most select street. But
garages and cotton gins had encroached and obliterated even the august names of that neighborhood; only Miss
Emily's house was left, lifting its stubborn and coquettish decay above the cotton wagons and the gasoline
pumps-an eyesore among eyesores. And now Miss Emily had gone to join the representatives of those august
names where they lay in the cedar-bemused cemetery among the ranked and anonymous graves of Union and
Confederate soldiers who fell at the battle of Jefferson.

Alive, Miss Emily had been a tradition, a duty, and a care; a sort of hereditary obligation upon the town, dating
from that day in 1894 when Colonel Sartoris, the mayor--he who fathered the edict that no Negro woman should
appear on the streets without an apron-remitted her taxes, the dispensation dating from the death of her father on
into perpetuity. Not that Miss Emily would have accepted charity. Colonel Sartoris invented an involved tale to
the effect that Miss Emily's father had loaned money to the town, which the town, as a matter of business,
preferred this way of repaying. Only a man of Colonel Sartoris' generation and thought could have invented i,
and only a woman could have believed it.

When the next generation, with its more modern ideas, became mayors and aldermen, this arrangement created
some little dissatisfaction. On the first of the year they mailed her a tax notice. February came, and there was no
reply. They wrote her a formal letter, asking her to call at the sheriff's office at her convenience. A week later the
mayor wrote her himself, offering to call or to send his car for her, and received in reply a note on paper of an
archaic shape, in a thin, flowing calligraphy in faded ink, to the effect that she no longer went out at all. The tax
notice was also enclosed, without comment.

They called a special meeting of the Board of Aldermen. A deputation waited upon her, knocked at the door
through which no visitor had passed since she ceased giving china-painting lessons eight or ten years earlier.
They were admitted by the old Negro into a dim hall from which a stairway mounted into still more shadow. It
smelled of dust and disuse--a close, dank smell. The Negro led them into the parlor. It was furnished in heavy,
leather-covered furniture. When the Negro opened the blinds of one window, they could see that the leather was
cracked; and when they sat down, a faint dust rose sluggishly about their thighs, spinning with slow motes in the
single sun-ray. On a tarnished gilt easel before the fireplace stood a crayon portrait of Miss Emily's father.

They rose when she entered--a small, fat woman in black, with a thin gold chain descending to her waist and
vanishing into her belt, leaning on an ebony cane with a tarnished gold head. Her skeleton was small and spare;
perhaps that was why what would have been merely plumpness in another was obesity in her. She looked
bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water, and of that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in the fatty ridges
of her face, looked like two small pieces of coal pressed into a lump of dough as they moved from one face to
another while the visitors stated their errand.

She did not ask them to sit. She just stood in the door and listened quietly until the spokesman came to a
stumbling halt. Then they could hear the invisible watch ticking at the end of the gold chain.

Her voice was dry and cold. "I have no taxes in Jefferson. Colonel Sartoris explained it to me. Perhaps one of
you can gain access to the city records and satisfy yourselves."



"But we have. We are the city authorities, Miss Emily. Didn't you get a notice from the sheriff, signed by him?"

"I received a paper, yes," Miss Emily said. "Perhaps he considers himself the sheriff . . . I have no taxes in
Jefterson."

"But there is nothing on the books to show that, you see We must go by the--"
"See Colonel Sartoris. I have no taxes in Jefferson."
"But, Miss Emily--"

"See Colonel Sartoris." (Colonel Sartoris had been dead almost ten years.) "I have no taxes in Jefferson. Tobe!"
The Negro appeared. "Show these gentlemen out."
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So SHE vanquished them, horse and foot, just as she had vanquished their fathers thirty years before about the
smell.

That was two years after her father's death and a short time after her sweetheart--the one we believed would
marry her --had deserted her. After her father's death she went out very little; after her sweetheart went away,
people hardly saw her at all. A few of the ladies had the temerity to call, but were not received, and the only sign
of life about the place was the Negro man--a young man then--going in and out with a market basket.

"Just as if a man--any man--could keep a kitchen properly, "the ladies said; so they were not surprised when the
smell developed. It was another link between the gross, teeming world and the high and mighty Griersons.

A neighbor, a woman, complained to the mayor, Judge Stevens, eighty years old.
"But what will you have me do about it, madam?" he said.
"Why, send her word to stop it," the woman said. "Isn't there a law? "

"I'm sure that won't be necessary," Judge Stevens said. "It's probably just a snake or a rat that nigger of hers
killed in the yard. I'll speak to him about it."

The next day he received two more complaints, one from a man who came in diffident deprecation. "We really
must do something about it, Judge. I'd be the last one in the world to bother Miss Emily, but we've got to do
something." That night the Board of Aldermen met--three graybeards and one younger man, a member of the
rising generation.

"It's simple enough," he said. "Send her word to have her place cleaned up. Give her a certain time to do it in,
and if she don't. .."

"Dammit, sir," Judge Stevens said, "will you accuse a lady to her face of smelling bad?"

So the next night, after midnight, four men crossed Miss Emily's lawn and slunk about the house like burglars,
sniffing along the base of the brickwork and at the cellar openings while one of them performed a regular
sowing motion with his hand out of a sack slung from his shoulder. They broke open the cellar door and
sprinkled lime there, and in all the outbuildings. As they recrossed the lawn, a window that had been dark was
lighted and Miss Emily sat in it, the light behind her, and her upright torso motionless as that of an idol. They
crept quietly across the lawn and into the shadow of the locusts that lined the street. After a week or two the
smell went away.



That was when people had begun to feel really sorry for her. People in our town, remembering how old lady
Wyatt, her great-aunt, had gone completely crazy at last, believed that the Griersons held themselves a little too
high for what they really were. None of the young men were quite good enough for Miss Emily and such. We
had long thought of them as a tableau, Miss Emily a slender figure in white in the background, her father a
spraddled silhouette in the foreground, his back to her and clutching a horsewhip, the two of them framed by the
back-flung front door. So when she got to be thirty and was still single, we were not pleased exactly, but
vindicated; even with insanity in the family she wouldn't have turned down all of her chances if they had really
materialized.

When her father died, it got about that the house was all that was left to her; and in a way, people were glad. At
last they could pity Miss Emily. Being left alone, and a pauper, she had become humanized. Now she too would
know the old thrill and the old despair of a penny more or less.

The day after his death all the ladies prepared to call at the house and offer condolence and aid, as is our custom
Miss Emily met them at the door, dressed as usual and with no trace of grief on her face. She told them that her
father was not dead. She did that for three days, with the ministers calling on her, and the doctors, trying to
persuade her to let them dispose of the body. Just as they were about to resort to law and force, she broke down,
and they buried her father quickly.

We did not say she was crazy then. We believed she had to do that. We remembered all the young men her father
had driven away, and we knew that with nothing left, she would have to cling to that which had robbed her, as
people will.
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SHE WAS SICK for a long time. When we saw her again, her hair was cut short, making her look like a girl,
with a vague resemblance to those angels in colored church windows--sort of tragic and serene.

The town had just let the contracts for paving the sidewalks, and in the summer after her father's death they
began the work. The construction company came with niggers and mules and machinery, and a foreman named
Homer Barron, a Yankee--a big, dark, ready man, with a big voice and eyes lighter than his face. The little boys
would follow in groups to hear him cuss the niggers, and the niggers singing in time to the rise and fall of picks.
Pretty soon he knew everybody in town. Whenever you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about the square,
Homer Barron would be in the center of the group. Presently we began to see him and Miss Emily on Sunday
afternoons driving in the yellow-wheeled buggy and the matched team of bays from the livery stable.

At first we were glad that Miss Emily would have an interest, because the ladies all said, "Of course a Grierson
would not think seriously of a Northerner, a day laborer." But there were still others, older people, who said that
even grief could not cause a real lady to forget noblesse oblige- -

without calling it noblesse oblige. They just said, "Poor Emily. Her kinsfolk should come to her." She had some
kin in Alabama; but years ago her father had fallen out with them over the estate of old lady Wyatt, the crazy
woman, and there was no communication between the two families. They had not even been represented at the
funeral.

And as soon as the old people said, "Poor Emily," the whispering began. "Do you suppose it's really so?" they
said to one another. "Of course it is. What else could . . ." This behind their hands; rustling of craned silk and
satin behind jalousies closed upon the sun of Sunday afternoon as the thin, swift clop-clop-clop of the matched
team passed: "Poor Emily."

She carried her head high enough--even when we believed that she was fallen. It was as if she demanded more
than ever the recognition of her dignity as the last Grierson; as if it had wanted that touch of earthiness to
reaffirm her imperviousness. Like when she bought the rat poison, the arsenic. That was over a year after they
had begun to say "Poor Emily," and while the two female cousins were visiting her.



"] want some poison,” she said to the druggist. She was over thirty then, still a slight woman, though thinner
than usual, with cold, haughty black eyes in a face the flesh of which was strained across the temples and about
the eyesockets as you imagine a lighthouse-keeper's face ought to look. "I want some poison," she said.

"Yes, Miss Emily. What kind? For rats and such? I'd recom--"

"I want the best you have. I don't care what kind."

The druggist named several. "They'll kill anything up to an elephant. But what you want is--"
"Arsenic," Miss Emily said. "Is that a good one?"

"Is . . . arsenic? Yes, ma'am. But what you want--"

"] want arsenic."

The druggist looked down at her. She looked back at him, erect, her face like a strained flag. "Why, of course,"
the druggist said. "If that's what you want. But the law requires you to tell what you are going to use it for."

Miss Emily just stared at him, her head tilted back in order to look him eye for eye, until he looked away and
went and got the arsenic and wrapped it up. The Negro delivery boy brought her the package; the druggist didn't
come back. When she opened the package at home there was written on the box, under the skull and bones: "For
rats."

v

So THE NEXT day we all said, "She will kill herself"; and we said it would be the best thing. When she had first
begun to be seen with Homer Barron, we had said, "She will marry him." Then we said, "She will persuade him
yet," because Homer himself had remarked--he liked men, and it was known that he drank with the younger men
in the Elks' Club--that he was not a marrying man. Later we said, "Poor Emily" behind the jalousies as they
passed on Sunday afternoon in the glittering buggy, Miss Emily with her head high and Homer Barron with his
hat cocked and a cigar in his teeth, reins and whip in a yellow glove.

Then some of the ladies began to say that it was a disgrace to the town and a bad example to the young people.
The men did not want to interfere, but at last the ladies forced the Baptist minister--Miss Emily's people were
Episcopal-- to call upon her. He would never divulge what happened during that interview, but he refused to go
back again. The next Sunday they again drove about the streets, and the following day the minister's wife wrote
to Miss Emily's relations in Alabama.

So she had blood-kin under her roof again and we sat back to watch developments. At first nothing happened.
Then we were sure that they were to be married. We learned that Miss Emily had been to the jeweler's and
ordered a man's toilet set in silver, with the letters H. B. on each piece. Two days later we learned that she had
bought a complete outfit of men's clothing, including a nightshirt, and we said, "They are married." We were
really glad. We were glad because the two female cousins were even more Grierson than Miss Emily had ever
been.

So we were not surprised when Homer Barron--the streets had been finished some time since--was gone. We
were a little disappointed that there was not a public blowing-off, but we believed that he had gone on to prepare
for Miss Emily's coming, or to give her a chance to get rid of the cousins. (By that time it was a cabal, and we
were all Miss Emily's allies to help circumvent the cousins.) Sure enough, after another week they departed.
And, as we had expected all along, within three days Homer Barron was back in town. A neighbor saw the
Negro man admit him at the kitchen door at dusk one evening.

And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron. And of Miss Emily for some time. The Negro man went in and
out with the market basket, but the front door remained closed. Now and then we would see her at a window for



a moment, as the men did that night when they sprinkled the lime, but for almost six months she did not appear
on the streets. Then we knew that this was to be expected too; as if that quality of her father which had thwarted
her woman's life so many times had been too virulent and too furious to die.

When we next saw Miss Emily, she had grown fat and her hair was turning gray. During the next few years it
grew grayer and grayer until it attained an even pepper-and-salt iron-gray, when it ceased turning. Up to the day
of her death at seventy-four it was still that vigorous iron-gray, like the hair of an active man.

From that time on her front door remained closed, save for a period of six or seven years, when she was about
forty, during which she gave lessons in china-painting. She fitted up a studio in one of the downstairs rooms,
where the daughters and granddaughters of Colonel Sartoris' contemporaries were sent to her with the same
regularity and in the same spirit that they were sent to church on Sundays with a twenty-five-cent piece for the
collection plate. Meanwhile her taxes had been remitted.

Then the newer generation became the backbone and the spirit of the town, and the painting pupils grew up and
fell away and did not send their children to her with boxes of color and tedious brushes and pictures cut from the
ladies' magazines. The front door closed upon the last one and remained closed for good. When the town got free
postal delivery, Miss Emily alone refused to let them fasten the metal numbers above her door and attach a
mailbox to it. She would not listen to them.

Daily, monthly, yearly we watched the Negro grow grayer and more stooped, going in and out with the market
basket. Each December we sent her a tax notice, which would be returned by the post office a week later,
unclaimed. Now and then we would see her in one of the downstairs windows--she had evidently shut up the top
floor of the house--like the carven torso of an idol in a niche, looking or not looking at us, we could never tell
which. Thus she passed from generation to generation--dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil, and perverse.

And so she died. Fell ill in the house filled with dust and shadows, with only a doddering Negro man to wait on
her. We did not even know she was sick; we had long since given up trying to get any information from the
Negro

He talked to no one, probably not even to her, for his voice had grown harsh and rusty, as if from disuse.

She died in one of the downstairs rooms, in a heavy walnut bed with a curtain, her gray head propped on a
pillow yellow and moldy with age and lack of sunlight.

vV

THE NEGRO met the first of the ladies at the front door and let them in, with their hushed, sibilant voices and
their quick, curious glances, and then he disappeared. He walked right through the house and out the back and
was not seen again.

The two female cousins came at once. They held the funeral on the second day, with the town coming to look at
Miss Emily beneath a mass of bought flowers, with the crayon face of her father musing profoundly above the
bier and the ladies sibilant and macabre; and the very old men --some in their brushed Confederate uniforms--on
the porch and the lawn, talking of Miss Emily as if she had been a contemporary of theirs, believing that they
had danced with her and courted her perhaps, confusing time with its mathematical progression, as the old do, to
whom all the past is not a diminishing road but, instead, a huge meadow which no winter ever quite touches,
divided from them now by the narrow bottle-neck of the most recent decade of years.

Already we knew that there was one room in that region above stairs which no one had seen in forty years, and
which would have to be forced. They waited until Miss Emily was decently in the ground before they opened it.

The violence of breaking down the door seemed to fill this room with pervading dust. A thin, acrid pall as of the
tomb seemed to lie everywhere upon this room decked and furnished as for a bridal: upon the valance curtains of



faded rose color, upon the rose-shaded lights, upon the dressing table, upon the delicate array of crystal and the
man's toilet things backed with tarnished silver, silver so tarnished that the monogram was obscured. Among
them lay a collar and tie, as if they had just been removed, which, lifted, left upon the surface a pale crescent in
the dust. Upon a chair hung the suit, carefully folded; beneath it the two mute shoes and the discarded socks.

The man himself lay in the bed.

For a long while we just stood there, looking down at the profound and fleshless grin. The body had apparently
once lain in the attitude of an embrace, but now the long sleep that outlasts love, that conquers even the grimace
of love, had cuckolded him. What was left of him, rotted beneath what was left of the nightshirt, had become
inextricable from the bed in which he lay; and upon him and upon the pillow beside him lay that even coating of
the patient and biding dust.

Then we noticed that in the second pillow was the indentation of a head. One of us lifted something from it, and
leaning forward, that faint and invisible dust dry and acrid in the nostrils, we saw a long strand of iron-gray hair.



“Southern Gothic”

By Rickey Laurentiis
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Southern Gothic
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About the dead having available to them

all breeds of knowledge,

some pure, others wicked, especially what is

future, and the history that remains

once the waters recede, revealing the land

that couldn’t reject or contain it, and the land

that is not new, is indigo, is ancient, lived

as all the trees that fit and clothe it are lived,

simple pine, oak, grand magnolia, he said

they frighten him, that what they hold in their silences
silences: sometimes a boy will slip

from his climbing, drown but the myth knows why,
sometimes a boy will swing with the leaves.

Source: Poetry (November 2012)
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A good man is hard to find

(The Avon Book of Modern Writing, 1953)

THE grandmother didn’t want to go to Florida. She wanted to visit some of her
connections in east Tennessee and she was seizing at every chance to change Bailey’s
mind. Bailey was the son she lived with, her only boy. He was sitting on the edge of his
chair at the table, bent over the orange sports section of the Journal. “Now look here,
Bailey,” she said, “see here, read this,” and she stood with one hand on her thin hip
and the other rattling the newspaper at his bald head. “Here this fellow that calls
himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal Pen and headed toward Florida and you
read here what it says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn't take my
children in any direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn’t answer to my
conscience if I did.”

Bailey didn’t look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced the
children’s mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face was as broad and innocent as
a cabbage and was tied around with a green head-kerchief that had two points on the
top like rabbit’s ears. She was sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby his apricots out of a
jar. “The children have been to Florida before,” the old lady said. “You all ought to take
them somewhere else for a change so they would see different parts of the world and
be broad. They never have been to east Tennessee.”

The children’s mother didn’t seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy, John
Wesley, a stocky child with glasses, said, “If you don’t want to go to Florida, why
dontcha stay at home?” He and the little girl, June Star, were reading the funny papers
on the floor.

“She wouldn't stay at home to be queen for a day,” June Star said without raising
her yellow head.

“Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?” the
grandmother asked.

“I'd smack his face,” John Wesley said.

“She wouldn't stay at home for a million bucks,” June Star said. “Afraid she’'d miss
something. She has to go everywhere we go.”

“All right, Miss,” the grandmother said. “Just remember that the next time you
want me to curl your hair.”

June Star said her hair was naturally curly.

The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She
had her big black valise that looked like the head of a hippopotamus in one corner,
and underneath it she was hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it. She didn’t
intend for the cat to be left alone in the house for three days because he would miss
her too much and she was afraid he might brush against one of the gas burners and



accidentally asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn't like to arrive at a motel with a
cat.

She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either
side of her. Bailey and the children’s mother and the baby sat in front and they left
Atlanta at eight forty-five with the mileage on the car at 55890. The grandmother
wrote this down because she thought it would be interesting to say how many miles
they had been when they got back. It took them twenty minutes to reach the
outskirts of the city.

The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves and
putting them up with her purse on the shelf in front of the back window. The
children’s mother still had on slacks and still had her head tied up in a green kerchief,
but the grandmother had on a navy blue straw sailor hat with a bunch of white violets
on the brim and a navy blue dress with a small white dot in the print. Her collars and
cuffs were white organdy trimmed with lace and at her neckline she had pinned a
purple spray of cloth violets containing a sachet. In case of an accident, anyone seeing
her dead on the highway would know at once that she was a lady.

She said she thought it was going to be a good day for driving, neither too hot nor
too cold, and she cautioned Bailey that the speed limit was fifty-five miles an hour
and that the patrolmen hid themselves behind billboards and small clumps of trees
and sped out after you before you had a chance to slow down. She pointed out
interesting details of the scenery: Stone Mountain; the blue granite that in some
places came up to both sides of the highway; the brilliant red clay banks slightly
streaked with purple; and the various crops that made rows of green lace-work on
the ground. The trees were full of silver-white sunlight and the meanest of them
sparkled. The children were reading comic magazines and their mother had gone
back to sleep.

“Let’s go through Georgia fast so we won't have to look at it much,” John Wesley
said.

“If I were a little boy,” said the grandmother, “I wouldn'’t talk about my native state
that way. Tennessee has the mountains and Georgia has the hills.”

“Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground,” John Wesley said, “and Georgia is a
lousy state too.”

“You said it,” June Star said.

“In my time,” said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, “children were
more respectful of their native states and their parents and everything else. People
did right then. Oh look at the cute little pickaninny!” she said and pointed to a Negro
child standing in the door of a shack. “Wouldn’t that make a picture, now?” she asked
and they all turned and looked at the little Negro out of the back window. He waved.

“He didn’t have any britches on,” June Star said.

“He probably didn't have any,” the grandmother explained. “Little niggers in the
country don't have things like we do. If I could paint, I'd paint that picture,” she said.

The children exchanged comic books.



The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children’s mother passed him
over the front seat to her. She set him on her knee and bounced him and told him
about the things they were passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth
and stuck her leathery thin face into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave her a
faraway smile. They passed a large cotton field with five or six graves fenced in the
middle of it, like a small island. “Look at the graveyard!” the grandmother said,
pointing it out. “That was the old family burying ground. That belonged to the
plantation.”

“Where’s the plantation?” John Wesley asked.

“Gone With the Wind,” said the grandmother. “Ha. Ha.”

When the children finished all the comic books they had brought, they opened
the lunch and ate it. The grandmother ate a peanut butter sandwich and an olive and
would not let the children throw the box and the paper napkins out the window.
When there was nothing else to do they played a game by choosing a cloud and
making the other two guess what shape it suggested. John Wesley took one the shape
of a cow and June Star guessed a cow and John Wesley said, no, an automobile, and
June Star said he didn’t play fair, and they began to slap each other over the
grandmother.

The grandmother said she would tell them a story if they would keep quiet. When
she told a story, she rolled her eyes and waved her head and was very dramatic. She
said once when she was a maiden lady she had been courted by a Mr. Edgar Atkins
Teagarden from Jasper, Georgia. She said he was a very good-looking man and a
gentleman and that he brought her a watermelon every Saturday afternoon with his
initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she said, Mr. Teagarden brought the
watermelon and there was nobody at home and he left it on the front porch and
returned in his buggy to Jasper, but she never got the watermelon, she said, because a
nigger boy ate it when he saw the initials, E. A. T.! This story tickled John Wesley’s
funny bone and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn't think it was any good. She
said she wouldn’t marry a man that just brought her a watermelon on Saturday. The
grandmother said she would have done well to marry Mr. Teagarden because he was
a gentleman and had bought Coca-Cola stock when it first came out and that he had
died only a few years ago, a very wealthy man.

They stopped at The Tower for barbecued sandwiches. The Tower was a part
stucco and part wood filling station and dance hall set in a clearing outside of
Timothy. A fat man named Red Sammy Butts ran it and there were signs stuck here
and there on the building and for miles up and down the highway saying, TRY RED
SAMMY'’S FAMOUS BARBECUE. NONE LIKE FAMOUS RED SAMMY'S! RED SAM! THE
FAT BOY WITH THE HAPPY LAUGH. A VETERAN! RED SAMMY’S YOUR MAN!

Red Sammy was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower with his head under
a truck while a gray monkey about a foot high, chained to a small chinaberry tree,
chattered nearby. The monkey sprang back into the tree and got on the highest limb
as soon as he saw the children jump out of the car and run toward him.



Inside, The Tower was a long dark room with a counter at one end and tables at
the other and dancing space in the middle. They all sat down at a board table next to
the nickelodeon and Red Sam’s wife, a tall burnt-brown woman with hair and eyes
lighter than her skin, came and took their order. The children’s mother put a dime in
the machine and played “The Tennessee Waltz,” and the grandmother said that tune
always made her want to dance. She asked Bailey if he would like to dance but he only
glared at her. He didn’t have a naturally sunny disposition like she did and trips made
him nervous. The grandmother’s brown eyes were very bright. She swayed her head
from side to side and pretended she was dancing in her chair. June Star said play
something she could tap to so the children’s mother put in another dime and played a
fast number and June Star stepped out onto the dance floor and did her tap routine.

“Ain’t she cute?” Red Sam’s wife said, leaning over the counter. “Would you like to
come be my little girl?”

“No I certainly wouldn't,” June Star said. “I wouldn't live in a broken-down place
like this for a minion bucks!” and she ran back to the table.

“Ain’t she cute?” the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely.

“Arn’t you ashamed?” hissed the grandmother.

Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry up
with these people’s order. His khaki trousers reached just to his hip bones and his
stomach hung over them like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He came over
and sat down at a table nearby and let out a combination sigh and yodel. “You can't
win,” he said. “You can’t win,” and he wiped his sweating red face off with a gray
handkerchief. “These days you don't know who to trust,” he said. “Ain't that the
truth?”

“People are certainly not nice like they used to be,” said the grandmother.

“Two fellers come in here last week,” Red Sammy said, “driving a Chrysler. It was a
old beat-up car but it was a good one and these boys looked all right to me. Said they
worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers charge the gas they bought? Now
why did I do that?”

“Because you're a good man!” the grandmother said at once.

“Yes'm, I suppose so0,” Red Sam said as if he were struck with this answer.

His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without a tray, two
in each hand and one balanced on her arm. “It isn’t a soul in this green world of God’s
that you can trust,” she said. “And I don’t count nobody out of that, not nobody,” she
repeated, looking at Red Sammy.

“Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that’s escaped?” asked the
grandmother.

“I wouldn't be a bit surprised if he didn’t attact this place right here,” said the
woman. “If he hears about it being here, I wouldn’t be none surprised to see him. If he
hears it’s two cent in the cash register, [ wouldn't be a tall surprised if he .. .”

“That’ll do,” Red Sam said. “Go bring these people their Co’-Colas,” and the woman
went off to get the rest of the order.



“A good man is hard to find,” Red Sammy said. “Everything is getting terrible. I
remember the day you could go off and leave your screen door unlatched. Not no
more.”

He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her
opinion Europe was entirely to blame for the way things were now. She said the way
Europe acted you would think we were made of money and Red Sam said it was no
use talking about it, she was exactly right. The children ran outside into the white
sunlight and looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching
fleas on himself and biting each one carefully between his teeth as if it were a
delicacy.

They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother took cat naps and
woke up every few minutes with her own snoring. Outside of Toombsboro she woke
up and recalled an old plantation that she had visited in this neighborhood once when
she was a young lady. She said the house had six white columns across the front and
that there was an avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little wooden trellis arbors
on either side in front where you sat down with your suitor after a stroll in the
garden. She recalled exactly which road to turn off to get to it. She knew that Bailey
would not be willing to lose any time looking at an old house, but the more she talked
about it, the more she wanted to see it once again and find out if the little twin arbors
were still standing. “There was a secret panel in this house,” she said craftily, not
telling the truth but wishing that she were, “and the story went that all the family
silver was hidden in it when Sherman came through but it was never found . . .”

“Hey!” John Wesley said. “Let’s go see it! We'll find it! We'll poke all the woodwork
and find it! Who lives there? Where do you turn off at? Hey Pop, can’t we turn off
there?”

“We never have seen a house with a secret panel!” June Star shrieked. “Let’s go to
the house with the secret panel! Hey Pop, can't we go see the house with the secret
panel!”

“It's not far from here, I know,” the grandmother said. “It wouldn’t take over
twenty minutes.”

Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a horseshoe. “No,” he
said.

The children began to yell and scream that they wanted to see the house with the
secret panel. John Wesley kicked the back of the front seat and June Star hung over
her mother’s shoulder and whined desperately into her ear that they never had any
fun even on their vacation, that they could never do what THEY wanted to do. The
baby began to scream and John Wesley kicked the back of the seat so hard that his
father could feel the blows in his kidney.

“All right!” he shouted and drew the car to a stop at the side of the road. “Will you
all shut up? Will you all just shut up for one second? If you don’t shut up, we won't go
anywhere.

“It would be very educational for them,” the grandmother murmured.



“All right,” Bailey said, “but get this: this is the only time we’re going to stop for
anything like this. This is the one and only time.”

“The dirt road that you have to turn down is about a mile back,” the grandmother
directed. “I marked it when we passed.”

“A dirt road,” Bailey groaned.

After they had turned around and were headed toward the dirt road, the
grandmother recalled other points about the house, the beautiful glass over the front
doorway and the candle-lamp in the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel was
probably in the fireplace.

“You can't go inside this house,” Bailey said. “You don’t know who lives there.”

“While you all talk to the people in front, I'll run around behind and get in a
window,” John Wesley suggested.

“Wel'll all stay in the car,” his mother said. They turned onto the dirt road and the
car raced roughly along in a swirl of pink dust. The grandmother recalled the times
when there were no paved roads and thirty miles was a day’s journey. The dirt road
was hilly and there were sudden washes in it and sharp curves on dangerous
embankments. All at once they would be on a hill, looking down over the blue tops of
trees for miles around, then the next minute, they would be in a red depression with
the dust-coated trees looking down on them.

“This place had better turn up in a minute,” Bailey said, “or I'm going to turn
around.”

The road looked as if no one had traveled on it in months.

“It's not much farther,” the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible
thought came to her. The thought was so embarrassing that she turned red in the
face and her eyes dilated and her feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the corner.
The instant the valise moved, the newspaper top she had over the basket under it
rose with a snarl and Pitty Sing,the cat, sprang onto Bailey’s shoulder.

The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching the baby, was
thrown out the door onto the ground; the old lady was thrown into the front seat. The
car turned over once and landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side of the road.
Bailey remained in the driver’s seat with the cat-gray-striped with a broad white face
and an orange nose-clinging to his neck like a caterpillar.

As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled
out of the car, shouting, “We've had an ACCIDENT!” The grandmother was curled up
under the dashboard, hoping she was injured so that Bailey’s wrath would not come
down on her all at once. The horrible thought she had had before the accident was
that the house she had remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee.

Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the window
against the side of a pine tree. Then he got out of the car and started looking for the
children’s mother. She was sitting against the side of the red gutted ditch, holding the
screaming baby, but she only had a cut down her face and a broken shoulder. “We've
had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed in a frenzy of delight.



“But nobody’s killed,” June Star said with disappointment as the grandmother
limped out of the car, her hat still pinned to her head but the broken front brim
standing up at a jaunty angle and the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat
down in the ditch, except the children, to recover from the shock. They were all
shaking.

“Maybe a car will come along,” said the children’s mother hoarsely.

“I believe I have injured an organ,” said the grandmother, pressing her side, but no
one answered her. Bailey’s teeth were clattering. He had on a yellow sport shirt with
bright blue parrots designed in it and his face was as yellow as the 1 shirt. The
grandmother decided that she would not mention that the house was in Tennessee.

The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees
on the other side of it. Behind the ditch they were sitting in there were more woods,
tall and dark and deep. In a few minutes they saw a car some distance away on top of
a hill, coming slowly as if the occupants were watching them. The grandmother stood
up and waved both arms dramatically to attract their attention. The car continued to
come on slowly, disappeared around a bend and appeared again, moving even slower,
on top of the hill they had gone over. It was a big black battered hearse-like
automobile. There were three men in it.

It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver looked down
with a steady expressionless gaze to where they were sitting, and didn’t speak. Then
he turned his head and muttered something to the other two and they got out. One
was a fat boy in black trousers and a red sweat shirt with a silver stallion embossed on
the front of it. He moved around on the right side of them and stood staring, his
mouth partly open in a kind of loose grin. The other had on khaki pants and a blue
striped coat and a gray hat pulled down very low, hiding most of his face. He came
around slowly on the left side. Neither spoke.

The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking down at them. He
was an older man than the other two. His hair was just beginning to gray and he wore
silver-rimmed spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long creased face
and didn’t have on any shirt or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that were too tight
for him and was holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys also had guns.

“We've had an ACCIDENT!” the children screamed.

The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was
someone she knew. His face was as familiar to her as if she had known him au her life
but she could not recall who he was. He moved away from the car and began to come
down the embankment, placing his feet carefully so that he wouldn'’t slip. He had on
tan and white shoes and no socks, and his ankles were red and thin. “Good
afternoon,” he said. “I see you all had you a little spill.”

“We turned over twice!” said the grandmother.

“Once”” he corrected. “We seen it happen. Try their car and see will it run,
Hiram,” he said quietly to the boy with the gray hat.



“What you got that gun for?” John Wesley asked. “Whatcha gonna do with that
gun?”

“Lady,” the man said to the children’s mother, “would you mind calling them
children to sit down by you? Children make me nervous. I want all you all to sit down
right together there where you're at.”

“What are you telling US what to do for?” June Star asked.

Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. “Come here,” said
their mother.

“Look here now,” Bailey began suddenly, “we’re in a predicament! We're in . . .”

The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet and stood staring. “You're
The Misfit!” she said. “I recognized you at once!”

“Yes'm,” the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in spite of himself to
be known, “but it would have been better for all of you, lady, if you hadn’t of
reckernized me.”

Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked
even the children. The old lady began to cry and The Misfit reddened.

“Lady,” he said, “don’t you get upset. Sometimes a man says things he don’t mean.
I don’t reckon he meant to talk to you thataway.”

“You wouldn’t shoot a lady, would you?” the grandmother said and removed a
clean handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at her eyes with it.

The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and
then covered it up again. “I would hate to have to,” he said.

“Listen,” the grandmother almost screamed, “I know you're a good man. You don't
look a bit like you have common blood. I know you must come from nice people!”

“Yes mam,” he said, “finest people in the world.” When he smiled he showed a row
of strong white teeth. “God never made a finer woman than my mother and my
daddy’s heart was pure gold,” he said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had come
around behind them and was standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted
down on the ground. “Watch them children, Bobby Lee,” he said. “You know they
make me nervous.” He looked at the six of them huddled together in front of him and
he seemed to be embarrassed as if he couldn’t think of anything to say. “Ain’t a cloud
in the sky,” he remarked, looking up at it. “Don’t see no sun but don't see no cloud
neither.”

“Yes, it's a beautiful day,” said the grandmother. “Listen,” she said, “you shouldn’t
call yourself The Misfit because 1 know you're a good man at heart. I can just look at
you and tell

“Hush!” Bailey yelled. “Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!” He was
squatting in the position of a runner about to sprint forward but he didn’t move.

“I prechate that, lady,” The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground with
the butt of his gun.

“It'l] take a half a hour to fix this here car,” Hiram called, looking over the raised
hood of it.



“Well, first you and Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step over yonder with
you,” The Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John Wesley. “The boys want to ast you
something,” he said to Bailey. “Would you mind stepping back in them woods there
with them?”

“Listen,” Bailey began, “we're in a terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what this
is,” and his voice cracked. His eyes were as blue and intense as the parrots in his shirt
and he remained perfectly still.

The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she were going to the
woods with him but it came off in her hand. She stood staring at it and after a second
she let it fall on the ground. Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were assisting
an old man. John Wesley caught hold of his father’s hand and Bobby Lee followed.
They went off toward the woods and just as they reached the dark edge, Bailey turned
and supporting himself against a gray naked pine trunk, he shouted, “I'll be back in a
minute, Mamma, wait on me!”

“Come back this instant!” his mother shrilled but they all disappeared into the
woods.

“Bailey Boy!” the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she found she was
looking at The Misfit squatting on the ground in front of her. “I just know you're a
good man,” she said desperately. “You're not a bit common!”

“Nome, I ain’t a good man,” The Misfit said after a second as if he had considered
her statement carefully, “but I ain’t the worst in the world neither. My daddy said I
was a different breed of dog from my brothers and sisters. ‘You know,” Daddy said, ‘it's
some that can live their whole life out without asking about it and it’s others has to
know why it is, and this boy is one of the latters. He’s going to be into everything!™ He
put on his black hat and looked up suddenly and then away deep into the woods as if
he were embarrassed again. “I'm sorry I don't have on a shirt before you ladies,” he
said, hunching his shoulders slightly. “We buried our clothes that we had on when we
escaped and we're just making do until we can get better. We borrowed these from
some folks we met,” he explained.

“That’s perfectly all right,” the grandmother said. “Maybe Bailey has an extra shirt
in his suitcase.”

“I'll look and see terrectly,” The Misfit said.

“Where are they taking him?” the children’s mother screamed.

“Daddy was a card himself,” The Misfit said. “You couldn’t put anything over on
him. He never got in trouble with the Authorities though. Just had the knack of
handling them.”

“You could be honest too if you'd only try,” said the grandmother. “Think how
wonderful it would be to settle down and live a comfortable life and not have to think
about somebody chasing you all the time.”

The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the butt of his gun as if he were
thinking about it. “Yes'm, somebody is always after you,” he murmured.



The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just behind-his hat
because she was standing up looking down on him. “Do you ever pray?” she asked.

He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder
blades. “Nome,” he said.

There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by another. Then silence.
The old lady’s head jerked around. She could hear the wind move through the tree
tops like a long satisfied insuck of breath. “Bailey Boy!” she called.

“I was a gospel singer for a while,” The Misfit said. “I been most everything. Been
in the arm service, both land and sea, at home and abroad, been twict married, been
an undertaker, been with the railroads, plowed Mother Earth, been in a tornado, seen
a man burnt alive oncet,” and he looked up at the children’s mother and the little girl
who were sitting close together, their faces white and their eyes glassy; “I even seen a
woman flogged,” he said.

“Pray, pray,” the grandmother began, “pray, pray . .."

“I never was a bad boy that I remember of,” The Misfit said in an almost dreamy
voice, “but somewheres along the line I done something wrong and got sent to the
penitentiary. I was buried alive,” and he looked up and held her attention to him by a
steady stare.

“That’s when you should have started to pray,” she said “What did you do to get
sent to the penitentiary that first time?”

“Turn to the right, it was a wall,” The Misfit said, looking up again at the cloudless
sky. “Turn to the left, it was a wall. Look up it was a ceiling, look down it was a floor.
forget what I done, lady. I set there and set there, trying to remember what it was I
done and I ain’t recalled it to this day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was coming to
me, but it never come.”

“Maybe they put you in by mistake,” the old lady said vaguely.

“Nome,” he said. “It wasn’t no mistake. They had the papers on me.”

“You must have stolen something,” she said.

The Misfit sneered slightly. “Nobody had nothing I wanted,” he said. “It was a
head-doctor at the penitentiary said what I had done was kill my daddy but I known
that for a lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic flu and I
never had a thing to do with it. He was buried in the Mount Hopewell Baptist
churchyard and you can go there and see for yourself.”

“If you would pray,” the old lady said, “Jesus would help you.”

“That’s right,” The Misfit said.

“Well then, why don’t you pray?” she asked trembling with delight suddenly.

“I don’t want no hep,” he said. “I'm doing all right by myself.”

Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back from the woods. Bobby Lee was
dragging a yellow shirt with bright blue parrots in it.

“Thow me that shirt, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. The shirt came flying at him and
landed on his shoulder and he put it on. The grandmother couldn’t name what the
shirt reminded her of. “No, lady,” The Misfit said while he was buttoning it up, “I found



out the crime don’t matter. You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a man or
take a tire off his car, because sooner or later you're going to forget what it was you
done and just be punished for it.”

The children’s mother had begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn’t get her
breath. “Lady,” he asked, “would you and that little girl like to step off yonder with
Bobby Lee and Hiram and join your husband?”

“Yes, thank you,” the mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled helplessly and she
was holding the baby, who had gone to sleep, in the other. “Hep that lady up, Hiram,”
The Misfit said as she struggled to climb out of the ditch, “and Bobby Lee, you hold
onto that little girl's hand.”

“I don’t want to hold hands with him,” June Star said. “He reminds me of a pig.”

The fat boy blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and pulled her off into
the woods after Hiram and her mother.

Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother found that she had lost her voice. There
was not a cloud in the sky nor any sun. There was nothing around her but woods. She
wanted to tell him that he must pray. She opened and closed her mouth several times
before anything came out. Finally she found herself saying, “Jesus. Jesus,” meaning,
Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying it, it sounded as if she might be
cursing.

“Yes'm,” The Misfit said as if he agreed. “Jesus shown everything off balance. It
was the same case with Him as with me except He hadn’'t committed any crime and
they could prove 1 had committed one because they had the papers on me. Of
course,” he said, “they never shown me my papers. That’'s why I sign myself now. I
said long ago, you get you a signature and sign everything you do and keep a copy of
it. Then you'll know what you done and you can hold up the crime to the punishment
and see do they match and in the end you'll have something to prove you ain’t been
treated right. I call myself The Misfit,” he said, “because I can’t make what all I done
wrong fit what all I gone through in punishment.”

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pistol report.
“Does it seem right to you, lady, that one is punished a heap and another ain't
punished at all?”
~ “Jesus!” the old lady cried. “You've got good blood! I know you wouldn't shoot a
lady! I know you come from nice! Pray! Jesus, you ought not to shoot a lady. I'll give
you all the money I've got!”

“Lady,” The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, “there never was a
body that give the undertaker a tip.”

There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised her head like a
parched old turkey hen crying for water and called, “Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!” as if her
heart would break.

“Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead,” The Misfit continued, “and He
shouldn’t have done it. He shown everything off balance. If He did what He said, then
it's nothing for you to do but thow away everything and follow Him, and if He didn't,



then it’s nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you
can-by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other meanness to
him. No pleasure but meanness,” he said and his voice had become almost a snarl.

“Maybe He didn't raise the dead,” the old lady mumbled, not knowing what she
was saying and feeling so dizzy that she sank down in the ditch with her legs twisted
under her.

“I wasn't there so I can't say He didn't,” The Misfit said. “I wisht I had of been
there,” he said, hitting the ground with his fist. “It ain’t right I wasn't there because if I
had of been there 1 would of known. Listen lady,” he said in a high voice, “if I had of
been there I would of known and I wouldn'’t be like I am now.” His voice seemed about
to crack and the grandmother’s head cleared for an instant. She saw the man’s face
twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry and she murmured, “Why you're
one of my babies. You're one of my own children!” She reached out and touched him
on the shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him and shot her
three times through the chest. Then he put his gun down on the ground and took off
his glasses and began to clean them.

Hiram and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over the ditch, looking
down at the grandmother who half sat and half lay in a puddle of blood with her legs
crossed under her like a child’s and her face smiling up at the cloudless sky.

Without his glasses, The Misfit’s eyes were red-rimmed and pale and defenseless-
looking. “Take her off and thow her where you shown the others,” he said, picking up
the cat that was rubbing itself against his leg.

“She was a talker, wasn't she?” Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a
yodel.

“She would of been a good woman,” The Misfit said, “if it had been somebody
there to shoot her every minute of her life.”

“Some fun!” Bobby Lee said.

“Shut up, Bobby Lee” The Misfit said. “It’s no real pleasure in life.”
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ou Isic Watts! Git ’own offen dat gate post an’ rake up
dis yahd!”

The little brown figure perched upon the gate post looked
yearningly up the gleaming shell road that led to Orlando,
and down the road that led to Sanford and shrugged her thin
shoulders. This heaped kindling on Grandma Potts’ already
burning ire.

“Lawd a-mussy!” she screamed, enraged—“Heah Joel,
gimme dat wash stick. Ah’ll show dat limb of Satan she kain’t
shake huhseff at me. If she ain’t down by de time Ah gets
dere, Ah’ll break huh down in de lines” (loins).

“Aw Gran’ma, Ah see Mist’ George and Jim Robinson
comin’ and Ah wanted to wave at ’em,” the child said petu-
lantly.

“You jes wave dat rake at dis heah yahd, madame, else Ah’ll
take you down a button hole lower. You’se too ’oomanish
jumpin’ up in everybody’s face dat pass.”

This struck the child in a very sore spot for nothing pleased
her so much as to sit atop of the gate post and hail the pass-
ing vehicles on their way South to Orlando, or North to San-
ford. That white shell road was her great attraction. She raced
up and down the stretch of it that lay before her gate like a
round eyed puppy hailing gleefully all travelers. Everybody in
the country, white and colored, knew little Isis Watts, the joy-
ful. The Robinson brothers, white cattlemen, were particu-
larly fond of her and always extended a stirrup for her to
climb up behind one of them for a short ride, or let her try to
crack the long bull whips and yee whoo at the cows.

Grandma Potts went inside and Isis literally waved the rake
at the “chaws” of ribbon cane that lay so bountifully about
the yard in company with the knots and peelings, with a thick
sprinkling of peanut hulls.

The herd of cattle in their envelope of gray dust came
alongside and Isis dashed out to the nearest stirrup and was
lifted up.

“Hello theah Snidlits, I was wonderin’ wheah you was,”
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said Jim Robinson as she snuggled down behind him in the
saddle. They were almost out of the danger zone when
Grandma emerged.

“You Isie-s!” she bawled.

The child slid down on the opposite side from the house
and executed a flank movement through the corn patch that
brought her into the yard from behind the privy.

“You lil’ hasion you! Wheah you been?”

“Out in de back yahd,” Isis lied and did a cart wheel and a
few fancy steps on her way to the front again.

“If you doan git tuh dat yahd, Ah make a mommuk of
you!” Isis observed that Grandma was cutting a fancy assort-
ment of switches from peach, guana and cherry trees.

She finished the yard by raking everything under the edge
of the porch and began a romp with the dogs, those lean,
floppy eared ’coon hounds that all country folks keep. But
Grandma vetoed this also.

“Isie, you set >own on dat porch! Uh great big ’leben yeah
ole gal racin’ an’ rompin’ lak dat—set ’own!”

Isis impatiently flung herself upon the steps.

“Git up offa dem steps, you aggavatin’ limb, *fore Ah git
dem hick’ries tuh you, an’ set yo’ seff on a cheah.”

Isis petulently arose and sat down as violently as possible in
a chair, but slid down until she all but sat upon her shoulder
blades.

“Now look atcher,” Grandma screamed. “Put yo’ knees to-
gether, an’ git up offen yo’ backbone! Lawd, you know dis
hellion is gwine make me stomp huh insides out.”

Isis sat bolt upright as if she wore a ramrod down her back
and began to whistle. Now there are certain things that
Grandma Potts felt no one of this female persuasion should
do—one was to sit with the knees separated, “settin’ brazen”
she called it; another was whistling, another playing with
boys, neither must a lady cross her legs.

Up she jumped from her seat to get the switches.

“So youse whistlin’ in mah face, huh!” She glared til] her
eyes were beady and Isis bolted for safety. But the noon hour
brought John Watts, the widowed father, and this excused the
child from sitting for criticism.

Being the only girl in the family, of course she must wash
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the dishes, which she did in intervals between frolics with the
dogs. She even gave Jake, the puppy, a swim in the dishpan
by holding him suspended above the water that reeked of
“pot likker” —just high enough so that his feet would be im-
mersed. The deluded puppy swam and swam without ever
crossing the pan, much to his annoyance. Hearing Grandma
she hurriedly dropped him on the floor, which he tracked up
with feet wet with dishwater.

Grandma took her patching and settled down in the front
room to sew. She did this every afternoon, and invariably
slept in the big red rocker with her head lolled back over the
back, the sewing falling from her hand.

Isis had crawled under the center table with its red plush
cover with little round balls for fringe. She was lying on her
back imagining herself various personages. She wore trailing
robes, golden slippers with blue bottoms. She rode white
horses with flaring pink nostrils to the horizon, for she still
believed that to be land’s end. She was picturing herself gaz-
ing over the edge of the world into the abyss when the
spool of cotton fell from Grandma’s lap and rolled away
under the whatnot. Isis drew back from her contemplation
of the nothingness at the horizon and glanced up at the
sleeping woman. Her head had fallen far back. She breathed
with a regular “snark” intake and soft “poosah” exhaust. But
Isis was a visual minded child. She heard the snores only
subconsciously but she saw straggling beard on Grandma’s
chin, trembling a little with every “snark” and “poosah”.
They were long gray hairs curled here and there against the
dark brown skin. Isis was moved with pity for her mother’s
mother.

“Poah Gran-ma needs a shave,” she murmured, and set
about it. Just then Joel, next older than Isis, entered with a
can of bait.

“Come on Isie, les’ we all go fishin’. The perch is bitin’ fine
in Blue Sink.”

“Sh-sh—" cautioned his sister, “Ah got to shave Gran’ma.”

“Who say so?” Joel asked, surprised.

“Nobody doan hafta tell me. Look at her chin. No ladies
don’t weah no whiskers if they kin help it. But Gran’ma
gittin’ ole an’ she doan know how to shave like me.”
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The conference adjourned to the back porch lest Grandma
wake.

“Aw, Isie, you doan know nothin’ ’bout shavin’ a-tall—
but a man lak me ”

“Ah do so know.”

“You don’t not. Ah’m goin’ shave her mahseff.”

“Naw, you won’t neither, Smarty. Ah saw her first an’
thought it all up first,” Isis declared, and ran to the calico
covered box on the wall above the wash basin and seized
her father’s razor. Joel was quick and seized the mug and
brush.

“Now!” Isis cried defiantly, “Ah got the razor.”

“Goody, goody, goody, pussy cat, Ah got th’ brush an’ you
can’t shave ’thout lather—see! Ah know mo’ than you,” Joel
retorted.

“Aw, who don’t know dat?” Isis pretended to scorn. But
seeing her progress blocked for lack of lather she com-
promised.

“Ah know! Les’ we all shave her. You lather an’ Ah shave.”

This was agreeable to Joel. He made mountains of lather
and anointed his own chin, and the chin of Isis and the dogs,
splashed the walls and at last was persuaded to lather
Grandma’s chin. Not that he was loath but he wanted his new
plaything to last as long as possible.

Isis stood on one side of the chair with the razor clutched
cleaver fashion. The niceties of razor-handling had passed
over her head. The thing with her was to hold the razor—
sufficient in itself.

Joel splashed on the lather in great gobs and Grandma
awoke.

For one bewildered moment she stared at the grinning boy
with the brush and mug but sensing another presence, she
turned to behold the business face of Isis and the razor-
clutching hand. Her jaw dropped and Grandma, forgetting
years and rheumatism, bolted from the chair and fled the
house, screaming.

“She’s gone to tell papa, Isie. You didn’t have no business
wid his razor and he’s gonna lick yo hide,” Joel cried, running
to replace mug and brush.

“You too, chuckle-head, you, too,” retorted Isis. “You was
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playin’ wid his brush and put it all over the dogs—Ah seen
you put it on Ned an’ Beulah.” Isis shaved some slivers from
the door jamb with the razor and replaced it in the box. Joel
took his bait and pole and hurried to Blue Sink. Isis crawled
under the house to brood over the whipping she knew would
come. She had meant well.

But sounding brass and tinkling cymbal drew her forth.
The local lodge of the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows
led by a braying, thudding band, was marching in full regalia
down the road. She had forgotten the barbecue and log-
rolling to be held today for the benefit of the new hall.

Music to Isis meant motion. In a minute razor and whip-
ping forgotten, she was doing a fair imitation of the Spanish
dancer she had seen in a medicine show some time before.
Isis’ feet were gifted—she could dance most anything she
saw.

Up, up went her spirits, her brown little feet doing all sorts
of intricate things and her body in rhythm, hand curving
above her head. But the music was growing faint. Grandma
was nowhere in sight. She stole out of the gate, running and
dancing after the band.

Then she stopped. She couldn’t dance at the carnival. Her
dress was torn and dirty. She picked a long stemmed daisy
and thrust it behind her ear. But the dress, no better. Oh, an
idea! In the battered round topped trunk in the bedroom!

She raced back to the house, then, happier, raced down the
white dusty road to the picnic grove, gorgeously clad. People
laughed good naturedly at her, the band played and Isis
danced because she couldn’t help it. A crowd of children
gather admiringly about her as she wheeled lightly about,
hand on hip, flower between her teeth with the red and white
fringe of the table-cloth— Grandma’s new red tablecloth that
she wore in lieu of a Spanish shawl—trailing in the dust. It
was too ample for her meager form, but she wore it like a
gipsy. Her brown feet twinkled in and out of the fringe. Some
grown people joined the children about her. The Grand
Exalted Ruler rose to speak; the band was hushed, but Isis
danced on, the crowd clapping their hands for her. No one
listened to the Exalted one, for little by little the multitude
had surrounded the brown dancer.
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An automobile drove up to the Crown and halted. Two
white men and a lady got out and pushed into the crowd,
suppressing mirth discreetly behind gloved hands. Isis looked
up and waved them a magnificent hail and went on dancing
until—

Grandma had returned to the house and missed Isis and
straightway sought her at the festivities expecting to find her
in her soiled dress, shoeless, gaping at the crowd, but what
she saw drove her frantic. Here was her granddaughter danc-
ing before a gaping crowd in her brand new red tablecloth,
and reeking of lemon extract, for Isis had added the final
touch to her costume. She must have perfume.

Isis saw Grandma and bolted. She heard her cry: “Mah
Gawd, mah brand new table cloth Ah jus’ bought fum
O’landah!” as she fled through the crowd and on into the
woods.

II

She followed the little creek until she came to the ford in a
rutty wagon road that led to Apopka and laid down on the
cool grass at the roadside. The April sun was quite hot.

Misery, misery and woe settled down upon her and the
child wept. She knew another whipping was in store for her.

“Oh, Ah wish Ah could die, then Gran’ma an’ papa would
be sorry they beat me so much. Ah b’leeve Ah’ll run away an’
never go home no mo’. Ah’m goin’ drown mahseff in th’
creek!” Her woe grew attractive.

Isis got up and waded into the water. She routed out a tiny
>gator and a huge bull frog. She splashed and sang, enjoying
herself immensely. The purr of a motor struck her ear and she
saw a large, powerful car jolting along the rutty road toward
her. It stopped at the water’s edge.

“Well, I declare, it’s our little gypsy,” exclaimed the man at
the wheel. “What are you doing here, now?”

“Ah’m killin’ mahseff,” Isis declared dramatically, “Cause
Gran’ma beats me too much.”

There was a hearty burst of laughter from the machine.

“You’ll last sometime the way you are going about it. Is
this the way to Maitland? We want to go to the Park Hotel.”
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Isis saw no longer any reason to die. She came up out of
the water, holding up the dripping fringe of the tablecloth.

“Naw, indeedy. You go to Maitlan’ by the shell road —it
goes by mah house—an’ turn off at Lake Sebelia to the clay
road that takes you right to the do’.”

“Well,” went on the driver, smiling furtively, “Could you
quit dying long enough to go with us?”

“Yessuh,” she said thoughtfully, “Ah wanta go wid you.”

The door of the car swung open. She was invited to a seat
beside the driver. She had often dreamed of riding in one of
these heavenly chariots but never thought she would, actually.

“Jump in then, Madame Tragedy, and show us. We lost
ourselves after we left your barbecue.”

During the drive Isis explained to the kind lady who smelt
faintly of violets and to the indifferent men that she was really
a princess. She told them about her trips to the horizon,
about the trailing gowns, the gold shoes with blue bottoms—
she insisted on the blue bottoms—the white charger, the
time when she was Hercules and had slain numerous dragons
and sundry giants. At last the car approached her gate over
which stood the umbrella China-berry tree. The car was
abreast of the gate and had all but passed when Grandma
spied her glorious tablecloth lying back against the upholstery
of the Packard.

“You Isie-¢!” she bawled. “You lil’ wretch you! come heah
dis instant.”

“That’s me,” the child confessed, mortified, to the lady on
the rear seat.

“Oh, Sewell, stop the car. This is where the child lives. I
hate to give her up though.”

“Do you wanta keep me?” Isis brightened.

“Oh, I wish I could, you shining little morsel. Wait, I’ll try
to save you a whipping this time.”

She dismounted with the gaudy lemon flavored culprit and
advanced to the gate where Grandma stood glowering,
switches in hand.

“You’re gointuh ketchit fum yo’ haid to yo’ heels m’lady.
Jes’ come in heah.”

“Why, good afternoon,’

)

she accosted the furious grand-
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parent. “You’re not going to whip this poor little thing, are
you?” the lady asked in conciliatory tones.

“Yes, Ma’am. She’s de wustest lil’ limb dat ever drawed
bref. Jes’ look at mah new table cloth, dat ain’t never been
washed. She done traipsed all over de woods, uh dancin’ an’
uh prancin’ in it. She done took a razor to me t’day an’ Lawd
knows whut mo’.”

Isis clung to the white hand fearfully.

“Ah wuzn’t gointer hurt Gran’ma, miss—Ah wuz jus’
gointer shave her whiskers fuh huh ’cause she’s old an’ can’t.”

The white hand closed tightly over the little brown one
that was quite soiled. She could understand a voluntary act of
love even though it miscarried.

“Now, Mrs. er—er—1I didn’t get the name—how much
did your tablecloth cost?”

“One whole big silvah dollar down at O’landah—ain’t had
it a week yit.”

“Now here’s five dollars to get another one. The little thing
loves laughter. I want her to go on to the hotel and dance in
that tablecloth for me. I can stand a little light today—”

“Oh, yessum, yessum,” Grandma cut in, “Everything’s al-
right, sho’ she kin go, yessum.”

The lady went on: “I want brightness and this Isis is joy
itself, why she’s drenched in light!”

Isis for the first time in her life, felt herself appreciated and
danced up and down in an ecstasy of joy for a minute.

“Now, behave yo’seff, Isie, ovah at de hotel wid de white
folks,” Grandma cautioned, pride in her voice, though she
strove to hide it. “Lawd, ma’am, dat gal keeps me so frack-
shus, Ah doan know mah haid fum mah feet. Ah orter comb
huh haid, too, befo’ she go wid you all.”

“No, no, don’t bother. I like her as she is. I don’t think
she’d like it either, being combed and scrubbed. Come on,
Isis.”

Feeling that Grandma had been somewhat squelched did
not detract from Isis’ spirit at all. She pranced over to the
waiting motor and this time seated herself on the rear seat
between the sweet, smiling lady and the rather aloof man in
gray.
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“Ah’m gointer stay wid you all,” she said with a great deal
of warmth, and snuggled up to her benefactress. “Want me
tuh sing a song fuh you?”

“There, Helen, you’ve been adopted,” said the man with a
short, harsh laugh.

“Oh, I hope so, Harry.” She put her arm about the red
draped figure at her side and drew it close until she felt the
warm puffs of the child’s breath against her side. She looked
hungrily ahead of her and spoke into space rather than to
anyone in the car. “I want a little of her sunshine to soak into
my soul. I need it.”



“A Winganda Prayer”
By Beth Ann Fennelly
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A Wing and a Prayer

BY BETH ANN FENNELLY

We thought the birds were singing louder. We were almost certain they
were. We spoke of this, when we spoke, if we spoke, on our zoom screens
or in the backyard with our podfolk. Dang, you hear those birds? Don’t
they sound loud? We shouted to the neighbor, and from behind her mask
she agreed. The birds are louder this spring. This summer. I've never
heard such loud birds. Listen to ’em sing. But the birds aren't singing
louder. In fact, the opposite. Ornithologists have recorded lowered
decibel levels of bird song. In the absence of noise pollution—our planes
overhead, our cars rushing past with their motors and horns, our bars
leaking music onto the street corners—the birds don’t need to shout.

So why are we hearing birdsong now, when it is quieter? Because we
need it more. Poetry in the pandemic: birdsong that was there all along.

Source: Poetry (July/August 2021)
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“The Storm”
By Kate Chopin



The Storm
Kate Chopin
1898
I

The leaves were so still that even Bibi thought it was going to rain. Bobindt,
who was accustomed to converse on terms of perfect equality with his little
son, called the child’s attention to certain sombre clouds that were rolling
with sinister intention from the west, accompanied by a sullen, threatening
roar. They were at Friedheimer’s store and decided to remain there till the
storm had passed. They sat within the door on two empty kegs. Bibi was
four years old and looked very wise.

“Mama’ll be ‘fraid, yes,” he suggested with blinking eyes.

“She'll shut the house. Maybe she got Sylvie helpin’ her this evenin’/”
Bobindt responded reassuringly.

“No; she ent got Sylvie. Sylvie was helpin her yistiday,” piped Bibi.

Bobindt arose and going across to the counter purchased a can of shrimps,
of which Calixta was very fond. Then he retumed to his perch on the keg
and sat stolidly holding the can of shrimps while the storm burst. It shook
the wooden store and seemed to be ripping great furrows in the distant
field. Bibi laid his little hand on his father’s knee and was not afraid.

II

Calixta, at home, felt no uneasiness for their safety. She sat at a side
window sewing furiously on a sewing machine. She was greatly occupied
and did not notice the approaching storm. But she felt very warm and often
stopped to mop her face on which the perspiration gathered in beads. She
unfastened her white sacque at the throat. It began to grow dark, and
suddenly realizing the situation she got up hurriedly and went about closing
windows and doors.

Out on the small front gallery she had hung Bobindt’s Sunday clothes to
dry and she hastened out to gather them before the rain fell. As she
stepped outside, Alcée Laballiere rode in at the gate. She had not seen him
very often since her marriage, and never alone. She stood there with
Bobindt’s coat in her hands, and the big rain drops began to fall. Alcée rode
his horse under the shelter of a side projection where the chickens had
huddled and there were plows and a harrow piled up in the corner.

“May I come and wait on your gallery till the storm is over, Calixta?” he
asked.

“Come ‘long in, M’sieur Alcée.”



His voice and her own startled her as if from a trance, and she seized
Bobindt’s vest. Alcée, mounting to the porch, grabbed the trousers and
snatched Bibi’s braided jacket that was about to be carried away by a
sudden gust of wind. He expressed an intention to remain outside, but it
was soon apparent that he might as well have been out in the open: the
water beat in upon the boards in driving sheets, and he went inside, closing
the door after him. It was even necessary to put something beneath the
door to keep the water out.

“My! what a rain! It’s good two years sence it rain’ like that,” exclaimed
Calixta as she rolled up a piece of bagging and Alcée helped her to thrust it
beneath the crack.

She was a little fuller of figure than five years before when she married;
but she had lost nothing of her vivacity. Her blue eyes still retained their
melting quality; and her yellow hair, dishevelled by the wind and rain,
kinked more stubbornly than ever about her ears and temples.

The rain beat upon the low, shingled roof with a force and clatter that
threatened to break an entrance and deluge them there. They were in the
dining room—the sitting room—the general utility room. Adjoining was her
bed room, with Bibi’s couch along side her own. The door stood open, and
the room with its white, monumental bed, its closed shutters, looked dim
and mysterious.

Alcée flung himself into a rocker and Calixta nervously began to gather up
from the floor the lengths of a cotton sheet which she had been sewing.

“If this keeps up, Dieu sait if the levees goin’ to stan it!” she exclaimed.
“What have you got to do with the levees?”

"I got enough to do! An’ there’s Bobindt with Bibi out in that storm—if he
only didn’ left Friedheimer’s!”

“Let us hope, Calixta, that Bobindt’s got sense enough to come in out of a
cyclone.”

She went and stood at the window with a greatly disturbed look on her
face. She wiped the frame that was clouded with moisture. It was stiflingly
hot. Alcée got up and joined her at the window, looking over her shoulder.
The rain was coming down in sheets obscuring the view of far-off cabins
and enveloping the distant wood in a gray mist. The playing of the lightning
was incessant. A bolt struck a tall chinaberry tree at the edge of the field.
It filled all visible space with a blinding glare and the crash seemed to
invade the very boards they stood upon.

Calixta put her hands to her eyes, and with a cry, staggered backward.
Alcée’s arm encircled her, and for an instant he drew her close and
spasmodically to him.



“Bonté!" she cried, releasing herself from his encircling arm and retreating
from the window, the house’ll go next! If I only knew w’ere Bibi was!” She
would not compose herself; she would not be seated. Alcée clasped her
shoulders and looked into her face. The contact of her warm, palpitating
body when he had unthinkingly drawn her into his arms, had aroused all
the old-time infatuation and desire for her flesh.

“Calixta,” he said, “don’t be frightened. Nothing can happen. The house is
too low to be struck, with so many tall trees standing about. There! aren’t
you going to be quiet? say, aren’t you?” He pushed her hair back from her
face that was warm and steaming. Her lips were as red and moist as
pomegranate seed. Her white neck and a glimpse of her full, firm bosom
disturbed him powerfully. As she glanced up at him the fear in her liquid
blue eyes had given place to a drowsy gleam that unconsciously betrayed a
sensuous desire. He looked down into her eyes and there was nothing for
him to do but to gather her lips in a kiss. It reminded him of Assumption.

“Do you remember—in Assumption, Calixta?” he asked in a low voice
broken by passion. Oh! she remembered; for in Assumption he had kissed
her and kissed and kissed her; until his senses would well nigh fail, and to
save her he would resort to a desperate flight. If she was not an
immaculate dove in those days, she was still inviolate; a passionate
creature whose very defenselessness had made her defense, against which
his honor forbade him to prevail. Now—well, now—her lips seemed in a
manner free to be tasted, as well as her round, white throat and her whiter
breasts.

They did not heed the crashing torrents, and the roar of the elements made
her laugh as she lay in his arms. She was a revelation in that dim,
mysterious chamber; as white as the couch she lay upon. Her firm, elastic
flesh that was knowing for the first time its birthright, was like a creamy lily
that the sun invites to contribute its breath and perfume to the undying life
of the world.

The generous abundance of her passion, without guile or trickery, was like
a white flame which penetrated and found response in depths of his own
sensuous nature that had never yet been reached.

When he touched her breasts they gave themselves up in quivering
ecstasy, inviting his lips. Her mouth was a fountain of delight. And when he
possessed her, they seemed to swoon together at the very borderland of
life’'s mystery.

He stayed cushioned upon her, breathless, dazed, enervated, with his heart
beating like a hammer upon her. With one hand she clasped his head, her
lips lightly touching his forehead. The other hand stroked with a soothing
rhythm his muscular shoulders.

The growl of the thunder was distant and passing away. The rain beat softly



upon the shingles, inviting them to drowsiness and sleep. But they dared
not yield.

III

The rain was over; and the sun was turning the glistening green world into
a palace of gems. Calixta, on the gallery, watched Alcée ride away. He
turned and smiled at her with a beaming face; and she lifted her pretty
chin in the air and laughed aloud.

Bobin6t and Bibi, trudging home, stopped without at the cistern to make
themselves presentable.

“My! Bibi, w'at will yo’ mama say! You ought to be ashame’. You oughta’
put on those good pants. Look at ‘em! An’ that mud on yo’ collar! How you
got that mud on yo’ collar, Bibi? I never saw such a boy!” Bibi was the
picture of pathetic resignation. Bobin6t was the embodiment of serious
solicitude as he strove to remove from his own person and his son’s the
signs of their tramp over heavy roads and through wet fields. He scraped
the mud off Bibi’s bare legs and feet with a stick and carefully removed all
traces from his heavy brogans. Then, prepared for the worst—the meeting
with an over-scrupulous housewife, they entered cautiously at the back
door.

Calixta was preparing supper. She had set the table and was dripping
coffee at the hearth. She sprang up as they came in.

“Oh, Bobinét! You back! My! but I was uneasy. W'ere you been during the
rain? An’ Bibi? he ain’t wet? he ain’t hurt?” She had clasped Bibi and was
kissing him effusively. Bobindt’s explanations and apologies which he had
been composing all along the way, died on his lips as Calixta felt him to see
if he were dry, and seemed to express nothing but satisfaction at their safe
return.

I brought you some shrimps, Calixta,” offered Bobin6t, hauling the can
from his ample side pocket and laying it on the table.

“Shrimps! Oh, Bobindt! you too good fo’ anything!” and she gave him a
smacking kiss on the cheek that resounded, "J'vous réponds, we'll have a
feas’ to-night! umph-umph!”

Bobin6t and Bibi began to relax and enjoy themselves, and when the three
seated themselves at table they laughed much and so loud that anyone
might have heard them as far away as Laballiere’s.

IV

Alcée Laballiére wrote to his wife, Clarisse, that night. It was a loving letter,
full of tender solicitude. He told her not to hurry back, but if she and the
babies liked it at Biloxi, to stay a month longer. He was getting on nicely;



and though he missed them, he was willing to bear the separation a while
longer—realizing that their health and pleasure were the first things to be
considered.

\Y

As for Clarisse, she was charmed upon receiving her husband’s letter. She
and the babies were doing well. The society was agreeable; many of her
old friends and acquaintances were at the bay. And the first free breath
since her marriage seemed to restore the pleasant liberty of her maiden
days. Devoted as she was to her husband, their intimate conjugal life was
something which she was more than willing to forego for a while.

So the storm passed and every one was happy.
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Duty

BY NATASHA TRETHEWEY

When he tells the story now
he's at the center of it,

everyone else in the house

falling into the backdrop—

my mother, grandmother,
an uncle, all dead now—props

in our story: father and daughter
caught in memory's half-light.

I'm too young to recall it,
young

so his story becomes he story:

1969, Hurricane Camille
bearing down, the old house

shuddering as if it will collapse.
Rain pours into every room

and he has to keep moving,
keep me out of harm's way—

a father's first duty: to protect.
And so, in the story, he does:

I am small in his arms, perhaps

even &on?bm. Water is rising

around us and there is no

higher place he can take me



than this, memory forged

in the storm's eye: a girl

clinging to her father. What
can I do but this? Let him

tell it again and again as if
it's always been only us,

and that, when it mattered,
he was the one who saved me.

Natasha Trethewey, "Duty" from Monument: Poems New and Selected. Copyright © 2018 by Natasha
Trethewey. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.
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“Everyday Use”
By Alice Walker
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H will wait for her in the yard that Maggie and I made so clean and wavy yesterday afternoon. A yard like this is more
comfortable than most people know. It is not just a yard. It is like an extended living room. When the hard clay is
swept clean as a floor and the fine sand around the edges lined with tiny, irregular grooves, anyone can come and sit and

look up into the elm tree and wait for the breezes that never come inside the house.

Maggie will be nervous until after her sister goes: she will stand hopelessly in corners, homely and ashamed of the burn
scars down her arms and legs, eying her sister with a mixture of envy and awe. She thinks her sister has held life always

in the palm of one hand, that “no” is a word the world never learned to say to her.

You've no doubt seen those TV shows where the child who has “made it” is confronted, as a surprise, by her own

mother and father, tottering in weakly from backstage. (A pleasant surprise, of course: What would they do if parent and
child came on the show only to curse out and insult each other?) On TV mother and child embrace and smile into each
other’s faces. Sometimes the mother and father weep, the child wraps them in her arms and leans across the table to tell

how she would not have made it without their help. I have seen these programs.

Sometimes I dream a dream in which Dee and I are suddenly brought together on a TV program of this sort. Out of a
dark and softseated limousine I am ushered into a bright room filled with many people. There I meet a smiling, gray,
sporty man like Johnny Carson who shakes my hand and tells me what a fine girl I have. Then we are on the stage and
Dee is embracing me with tears in her eyes. She pins on my dress a large orchid, even though she has told me once that

she thinks orchids are tacky flowers.

In real life I am a large, bigboned woman with rough, man-working hands. In the winter I wear flannel nightgowns to
bed and overalls during the day. I can kill and clean a hog as mercilessly as a man. My fat keeps me hot in zero weather. [
can work outside all day, breaking ice to get water for washing; I can eat pork liver cooked over the open fire minutes
after it comes steaming from the hog. One winter I knocked a bull calf straight in the brain between the eyes with a
sledge hammer and had the meat hung up to chill before nightfall. But of course all this does not show on television. 1
am the way my daughter would want me to be: a hundred pounds lighter, my skin like an uncooked barley pancake. My
hair glistens in the hot bright lights. Johnny Carson has much to do to keep up with my quick and witty tongue.

But that is a mistake. I know even before I wake up. Who ever knew a Johnson with a quick tongue? Who can even
imagine me looking a strange white man in the eye? It seems to me I have talked to them always with one foot raised in
flight, with my head fumed in whichever way is farthest from them. Dee, though. She would always look anyone in the

eye. Hesitation was no part of her nature.

ow do 1 look, Mama?” Maggie says, showing just enough of her thin body enveloped in pink skirt and red blouse

for me to know she’s there, almost hidden by the door.
“Come out into the yard,” I say.

Have you ever seen a lame animal, perhaps a dog run over by some careless person rich enough to own a car, sidle up to
someone who is ignorant enough to be kind to him? That is the way my Maggie walks. She has been like this, chin on

chest, eyes on ground, feet in shuffle, ever since the fire that burned the other house to the ground.



Dee is lighter than Maggie, with nicer hair and a fuller figure. She’s a woman now, though sometimes I forget. How long
ago was it that the other house burned? Ten, twelve years? Sometimes I can still hear the flames and feel Maggie’s arms
sticking to me, her hair smoking and her dress falling off her in little black papery flakes. Her eyes seemed stretched
open, blazed open by the flames reflected in them. And Dee. I see her standing off under the sweet gum tree she used to
dig gum out of; a look of concentration on her face as she watched the last dingy gray board of the house fall in toward
the red-hot brick chimney. Why don’t you do a dance around the ashes? I'd wanted to ask her. She had hated the house
that much.

[ used to think she hated Maggie too. But that was before we raised money, the church and me, to send her to Augusta
to school. She used to read to us without pity; forcing words, lies, other folks’ habits, whole lives upon us two, sitting
trapped and ignorant underneath her voice. She washed us in a river of make-believe, burned us with a lot of knowledge
we didn’t necessarily need to know. Pressed us to her with the serious way she read, to shove us away, like dimwits, at just

the moment we seemed about to understand.

Dee wanted nice things. A yellow organdy dress to wear to her graduation from high school; black pumps to match a
green suit she’d made from an old suit somebody gave me. She was determined to stare down any disaster in her efforts.
Her eyelids would not flicker for minutes at a time. Often I fought off the temptation to shake her. At sixteen she had a

style of her own: and knew what style was.

I never had an education myself. After second grade the school was closed down. Don’t ask my why: in 1927 colored
asked fewer questions than they do now. Sometimes Maggie reads to me. She stumbles along good-naturedly but can’t
see well. She knows she is not bright. Like good looks and money, quickness passes her by. She will marry John Thomas
(who has mossy teeth in an earnest face) and then I'll be free to sit here and I guess just sing church songs to myself.
Although I never was a good singer. Never could carry a tune. [ was always better at a man’s job. I used to love to milk till
[ was hooked in the side in '49. Cows are soothing and slow and don’t bother you, unless you try to milk them the

wrong way.

] have deliberately turned my back on the house. It is three rooms, just like the one that burned, except the roof is tin;
they don’t make shingle roofs anymore. There are no real windows, just some holes cut in the sides, like the portholes in
a ship, but not round and not square, with rawhide holding the shutters up on the outside. This house is in a pasture
too, like the other one. No doubt when Dee sees it she will want to tear it down. She wrote me once that no matter
where we “choose” to live, she will manage to come see us. But she will never bring her friends. Maggie and I thought

about this and Maggie asked me, “Mama, when did Dee ever have any friends?”

She had a few. Furtive boys in pink shirts hanging about on washday after school. Nervous girls who never laughed.
Impressed with her they worshiped the well-turned phrase, the cute shape, the scalding humor that erupted like bubbles
in lye. She read to them.

When she was courting Jimmy T she didn’t have much time to pay to us, but turned all her faultfinding power on him.
He flew to marry a cheap city girl from a family of ignorant flashy people. She hardly had time to recompose herself.

2 hen she comes I will meet ... but there they are!

Maggie attempts to make a dash for the house, in her shuffling way, but I stay her with my hand. “Come back
here, ” I say. And she stops and tries to dig a well in the sand with her toe.

It is hard to see them clearly through the strong sun. But even the first glimpse of leg out of the car tells me it is Dee. Her
feet were always neat looking, as if God himself had shaped them with a certain style. From the other side of the car
comes a short, stocky man. Hair is all over his head a foot long and hanging from his chin like a kinky mule tail. I hear
Maggie suck in her breath. “Uhnnnh,” is what it sounds like. Like when you see the wriggling end of a snake just in front
of your foot on the road. “Uhnnnh.”

Dee next. A dress down to the ground, in this hot weather. A dress so loud it hurts my eyes. There are yellows and
oranges enough to throw back the light of the sun. I feel my whole face warming from the heat waves it throws out.
Earrings gold, too, and hanging down to her shoulders. Bracelets dangling and making noises when she moves her arm
up to shake the folds of the dress out of her armpits. The dress is loose and flows, and as she walks closer, I like it. | hear
Maggie go “Uhnnnh” again. It is her sister’s hair. It stands straight up like the wool on a sheep. It is black as night and
around the edges are two long pigtails that rope about like small lizards disappearing behind her ears.



“Wa-su-zo-Tean-o!” she says, coming on in that gliding way the dress makes her move. The short stocky fellow with the
hair to his navel is all grinning and he follows up with “Asalamalakim, my mother and sister!” He moves to hug Maggie
but she falls back, right up against the back of my chair. I feel her trembling there and when I look up I see the
perspiration falling off her chin.

“Don’t get up,” says Dee. Since [ am stout it takes something of a push. You can see me trying to move a second or two
before I make it. She turns, showing white heels through her sandals, and goes back to the car. Out she peeks next with a
Polaroid. She stoops down quickly and snaps off picture after picture of me sitting there in front of the house with
Maggie cowering behind me. She never takes a shot without making sure the house is included. When a cow comes
nibbling around the edge of the yard she snaps it and me and Maggie and the house. Then she puts the Polaroid in the
back seat of the car, and comes up and kisses me on the forehead.

Meanwhile Asalamalakim is going through motions with Maggie’s hand. Maggie’s hand is as limp as a fish, and probably
as cold, despite the sweat, and she keeps trying to pull it back. It looks like Asalamalakim wants to shake hands but
wants to do it fancy. Or maybe he don’t know how people shake hands. Anyhow, he soon gives up on Maggie.

“Well,” 1 say. “Dee.”
“No, Mama,” she says. “Not ‘Dee,” Wangero Leewanika Kemanjo!”
“What happened to ‘Dee’?” I wanted to know.

“She’s dead,” Wangero said. “I couldn’t bear it any longer, being named after the people who oppress me.”

“You know as well as me you was named after your aunt Dicie,” I said. Dicie is my sister. She named Dee. We called her

“Big Dee” after Dee was born.

“But who was she named after?” asked Wangero.
“I guess after Grandma Dee,” I said.

“And who was she named after!” asked Wangero.

“Her mother,” I said, and saw Wangero was getting tired. “That’s about as far back as I can trace it,” I said. Though, in
fact, I probably could have carried it back beyond the Civil War through the branches.

“Well,” said Asalamalakim, “there you are.”
“Uhnnnh,” I heard Maggie say.
“There I was not,” I said, “before ‘Dicie’ cropped up in our family, so why should I try to trace it that far back?”

He just stood there grinning, looking down on me like somebody inspecting a Model A car. Every once in a while he and

Wangero sent eye signals over my head.

“How do you pronounce this name!” I asked.

“You don’t have to call me by it if you don’t want to,” said Wangero.

“Why shouldn’t I?” T asked. “If that’s what you want us to call you, we'll call you.”
“T know it might sound awkward at first,” said Wangero.

“I'll get used to it,” I said. “Ream it out again.”

Well, soon we got the name out of the way. Asalamalakim had a name twice as long and three times as hard. After |
tripped over it two or three times he told me to just call him Hakim-a-barber. | wanted to ask him was he a barber, but [

didn't really think he was, so I didn’t ask.

“You must belong to those beef cattle peoples down the road,” I said. They said “Asalamalakim” when they met you, too,
but they didn’t shake hands. Always too busy: feeding the cattle, fixing the fences, putting up saltlick shelters, throwing
down hay. When the white folks poisoned some of the herd, the men stayed up all night with rifles in their hands. I
walked a mile and a half just to see the sight.



Hakim-a-barber said, “I accept some of their doctrines, but farming and raising cattle is not my style.” They didn’t tell
me, and I didn’t ask, whether Wangero (Dee) had really gone and married him.

We sat down to eat and right away he said he didn’t eat collards and pork was unclean. Wangero, though, went on
through the chitlins and corn bread, the greens and everything else. She talked a blue streak over the sweet potatoes.
Everything delighted her. Even the fact that we still used the benches her daddy made for the table when we couldn’t
afford to buy chairs.

“Oh, Mama!” she cried. Then turned to Hakim-a-barber. “I never knew how lovely these benches are. You can feel the
rump prints,” she said, running her hands underneath her and along the bench. Then she gave a sigh and her hand
closed over Grandma Dee’s butter dish. “That’s it!” she said. “I knew there was something 1 wanted to ask you if I could
have.” She jumped up from the table and went over in the corner where the churn stood, the milk in it clabber by now.
She looked at the churn and looked at it.

“This churn top is what I need,” she said. “Didn’t Uncle Buddy whittle it out of a tree you all used to have?”
“Yes,” I said.

“Uh huh,” she said happily. “And I want the dasher, too.”

“Uncle Buddy whittle that, too?” asked the barber.

Dee (Wangero) looked up at me.

“Aunt Dee’s first husband whittled the dash,” said Maggie so low you almost couldn’t hear her. “His name was Henry,
but they called him Stash.”

“Maggie’s brain is like an elephant’s,” Wangero said, laughing. “I can use the churn top as a centerpiece for the alcove
table,” she said, sliding a plate over the churn, “and I'll think of something artistic to do with the dasher.”

When she finished wrapping the dasher the handle stuck out. I took it for a moment in my hands. You didn’t even have
to look close to see where hands pushing the dasher up and down to make butter had left a kind of sink in the wood. In
fact, there were a lot of small sinks; you could see where thumbs and fingers had sunk into the wood. It was beautiful
light yellow wood, from a tree that grew in the yard where Big Dee and Stash had lived.

After dinner Dee (Wangero) went to the trunk at the foot of my bed and started rifling through it. Maggie hung back in
the kitchen over the dishpan. Out came Wangero with two quilts. They had been pieced by Grandma Dee and then Big
Dee and me had hung them on the quilt frames on the front porch and quilted them. One was in the Lone Star pattern.
The other was Walk Around the Mountain. In both of them were scraps of dresses Grandma Dee had worn fifty and
more years ago. Bits and pieces of Grandpa Jarrell’s paisley shirts. And one teeny faded blue piece, about the size of a
penny matchbox, that was from Great Grandpa Ezra’s uniform that he wore in the Civil War.

“Mama,” Wangero said sweet as a bird. “Can I have these old quilts?”
[ heard something fall in the kitchen, and a minute later the kitchen door slammed.

“Why don’t you take one or two of the others?” I asked. “These old things was just done by me and Big Dee from some
tops your grandma pieced before she died.”

“No,” said Wangero. “I don’t want those. They are stitched around the borders by machine.”
“That'll make them last better,” I said.

“That’s not the point,” said Wangero. “These are all pieces of dresses Grandma used to wear. She did all this stitching by

"

hand. Imagine!” She held the quilts securely in her arms, stroking them.

“Some of the pieces, like those lavender ones, come from old clothes her mother handed down to her,” I said, moving
up to touch the quilts. Dee (Wangero) moved back just enough so that I couldn’t reach the quilts. They already belonged
to her.

“Imagine!” she breathed again, clutching them closely to her bosom.



“The truth is,” I said, “I promised to give them quilts to Maggie, for when she marries John Thomas.”
She gasped like a bee had stung her.
“Maggie can’t appreciate these quilts!” she said. “She’d probably be backward enough to put them to everyday use.”

“I reckon she would,” I said. “God knows I been saving em for long enough with nobody using em. I hope she will!” 1
didn’t want to bring up how I had offered Dee (Wangero) a quilt when she went away to college. Then she had told they

were old-fashioned, out of style.

“But they're priceless!” she was saying now, furiously; for she has a temper. “Maggie would put them on the bed and in

five years they'd be in rags. Less than that!”

“She can always make some more,” I said. “Maggie knows how to quilt.”

Dee (Wangero) looked at me with hatred. “You just will not understand. The point is these quilts, these quilts!”
“Well,” I said, stumped. “What would you do with them?”

“Hang them,” she said. As if that was the only thing you could do with quilts.
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each other.

“She can have them, Mama,” she said, like somebody used to never winning anything, or having anything reserved for

her. “I can ‘member Grandma Dee without the quilts.”

I looked at her hard. She had filled her bottom lip with checkerberry snuff and gave her face a kind of dopey, hangdog
look. It was Grandma Dee and Big Dee who taught her how to quilt herself. She stood there with her scarred hands
hidden in the folds of her skirt. She looked at her sister with something like fear but she wasn’t mad at her. This was
Maggie’s portion. This was the way she knew God to work.

When I looked at her like that something hit me in the top of my head and ran down to the soles of my feet. Just like
when I'm in church and the spirit of God touches me and I get happy and shout. I did something I never done before:
hugged Maggie to me, then dragged her on into the room, snatched the quilts out of Miss Wangero’s hands and dumped
them into Maggie’s lap. Maggie just sat there on my bed with her mouth open.

“Take one or two of the others,” I said to Dee.

But she turned without a word and went out to Hakim-a-barber.

aa< ou just don’t understand,” she said, as Maggie and I came out to the car.
“What don’t I understand?” [ wanted to know.

“Your heritage,” she said, And then she turned to Maggie, kissed her, and said, “You ought to try to make something of
yourself too, Maggie. It's really a new day for us. But from the way you and Mama still live you'd never know it.”

She put on some sunglasses that hid everything above the tip of her nose and chin.

Maggie smiled; maybe at the sunglasses. But a real smile, not scared. After we watched the car dust settle [ asked Maggie

to bring me a dip of snuff. And then the two of us sat there just enjoying, until it was time to go in the house and go

to bed.
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The Raincoat

When the doctor suggested surgery

and a brace for all my youngest years,

my parents scrambled to take me

to massage therapy, deep tissue work,
osteopathy, and soon my crooked spine
unspooled a bit, I could breathe again,

and move more in a body unclouded

by pain. My mom would tell me to sing
songs to her the whole forty-five minute
drive to Middle Two Rock Road and forty-
five minutes back from physical therapy.
She'd say, even my voice sounded unfettered
by my spine afterward. So I sang and sang,
because I thought she liked it. I never

asked her what she gave up to drive me,

or how her day was before this chore. Today,
at her age, I was driving myself home from yet
another spine appointment, singing along
to some maudlin but solid song on the radio,
and I saw a mom take her raincoat off

and give it to her young daughter when

a storm took over the afternoon. My god,

I thought, my whole life I've been under her
raincoat thinking it was somehow a marvel
that I never got wet.

Credit

From The Carrying (Milkweed Editions, 2018) by Ada Limén. Copyright © 2018 by Ada Limén. Used with the permission of Milkweed

Editions. milkweed.org.

Author

Ada Limén

Ada Limén is the author of The Carrying (Milkweed Editions, 2018) and Bright Dead Things
(Milkweed Editions, 2015), which was a finalist for the National Book Award.

Date Published: 2018-09-26

Source URL: https://poets.org/poem/raincoat



“The Wind”
By Lauren Groff



FICTION FEBRUARY 1, 2021 ISSUE

THE WIND

BY LAUREN GROFF
January 25, 2021




illustration by Ping Zhu

Listen to this story

>

Audio: Lauren Groff reads.

w retend, the mother had said when she crept to her daughter’s room in the

night, that tomorrow is just an ordinary day.

So the daughter had risen as usual and washed and made toast and warm milk for
her brothers, and while they were eating she emptied their schoolbags into the toy
chest and filled them with clothes, a toothbrush, one book for comfort. The
children moved silently through the black morning, put on their shoes outside on
the porch. The dog thumped his tail against the doghouse in the cold yard but
was old and did not get up. The children’s breath hovered low and white as they

walked down to the bus stop, a strange presence trailing them in the road.

When they stopped by the mailbox, the younger brother said in a very small voice,
Is she dead?

The older boy hissed, Shut up, you'll wake him, and all three looked at the house
hunched up on the hill in the chilly dark, the green siding half installed last

summer, the broken front window covered with cardboard.

The sister touched the little one’s head and said, whispering, No, no, don’t worry,
she’s alive. I heard her go out to feed the sheep, and then she left for work. The
boy leaned like a cat into her hand.

He was six, his brother was nine, and the girl was twelve. These were my uncles

and my mother as children.

Lauren Groff on the aftershocks of violence.




Much later, she would tell me the story of this day at those times when it seemed
as if her limbs were too heavy to move and she stood staring into the refrigerator
for long spells, unable to decide what to make for dinner. Or when the sun would
cycle into one window and out the other and she would sit on her bed unable to
do anything other than breathe. Then I would sit quietly beside her, and she
would tell the story the same way every time, as if ripping out something that had

worked its roots deep inside her.

It was bitterly cold that day and the wind was supposed to rise, but for now all
was airless, waiting. After some time, the older brother said, Kids are going to

make fun of you, your face all mashed up like that.
My mother touched her eye and winced at the pain there, then shrugged.

They were so far out in the country, the bus came for them first, and the ride to
town was long. At last it showed itself, yellow as sunrise at the end of the road. Its
slowness as it pulled up was agonizing. My mother’s heart began to beat fast. She
let her brothers get on before her and told them to sit in the front seats. Mrs.
Palmer, the driver, was a stout lady who played the organ at church, and whose
voice when she shouted at the naughty boys in the back was high like soprano
singing. She looked at my mother as she shut the bus door, then said in her

singsong voice, You got yourself a shiner there, Michelle.
The bus hissed up from its crouch and lumbered off.
I know, my mother said. Listen, we need your help.

And when Mrs. Palmer considered her, then nodded, my mother asked quickly if
she could please drop the three of them off when she picked up the Yoder kids.
Their mother would be waiting there for them. Please, she said quietly.

The bovs faces were startled. they hadn’t known. then an awful acceptance moved
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across them.

There was a silence before Mrs. Palmer said, Oh, honey, of course, and she
shuffled her eyes back to the road. And I won't mark on the sheet that you were
missing, neither. So they won't get it together to call your house until second
period or so, give you a little time. She looked into the mirror at the boys and said

cheerfully, I got a blueberry muffin. Anyone want a blueberry muffin?

We're O.K., thanks, my mother said, and sat beside her younger brother, who
rested his head on her arm. The fields spun by, lightening to gray, the faintest of
gold at the tops of the trees. Just before the bus slowed to meet the cluster of little
Yoders, yawning, shifting from foot to foot, my mother saw the old Dodge tucked
into a shallow ditch, headlights off.

Thank you, she said to Mrs. Palmer, as they got off, and Mrs. Palmer said, No
thanks needed, only decent thing to do. I'll pray for you, honey. I'll pray for all of
you; we're all sinners who yearn for salvation. For the first time since she rose that

morning, my mother was glad, because a person as full of music as the bus driver

surely had the ear of God.
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off.

They slid into the warm car where their mother clutched the steering wheel. She
was very pale, but her hair was in its familiar small bouffant. My mother thought
of the pain it must have cost my grandmother to do up her hair in the mirror so

early in the morning, and felt ill.

You did good, babies, my grandmother said as well as she could, her mouth as
smashed as it was. She turned the car. A calf galloped beside them for a few steps
in the paddock by the road, and my younger uncle laughed and pressed his hand
to the glass.



This is not the time for laughing, my uncle Joseph said sternly. He would grow up
to be a grave man, living in an obsessively clean, bare efficiency, teaching

mathematics at a community college.

Leave him be, Joey, my mother said. She said in a lower voice to her mother, Poor

Ralphie thought you were dead.

Not dead yet, my grandmother said. By the skin of my teeth. She tried to smile at

the boys in the mirror.
Where we going? Ralphie said. I didn't know we were going anywhere.

To see my friend in the city, my grandmother said. We’ll call when we find a
phone out of town. She put a cigarette in her mouth but fumbled with the lighter
in her shaky hands until my mother took it and struck the flame for her.

They were going the long way so they wouldn’t have to drive past the house again,
and my mother watched the minute hand of the clock on the dash, feeling each
second pulling her tighter inside.

Faster, Mama, she said quietly, and her mother said without looking at her, Last
thing we need’s being stopped by one of his buddies. I got to pick up my pay first.

The hospital loomed on the hill beside the river, elegant in its stone facade, and

my grandmother parked around back, by the dumpster. Can't risk leaving you, she
said. Come with, and bring your stuff. But when she began to walk she could only
mince a little at a time, and my mother moved close, so she could lean on her, and

together they went faster.

They went up the steps through the back door into the kitchen. A man in a
ridiculous hairnet, like a green mush-room, was carrying a basin of peeled

potatoes in a bath of water. Without looking he barked, You're late, Ruby. But



then the children caught his eye, and he saw the state of them, and put the

potatoes down and reached out and touched my mother’s face gently with his hot

rough hand. Lord. She get it, too? he said. She’s just a kid.

My mother told herself not to cry; she always cried when strangers were tender

with her.
Put herself between us. She’s a good girl, my grandmother said.

I'll kill the bastard myself, the man said. I'll strangle him if you want me to. Just
say the word.

No need, my grandmother said. We're going. But I got to have my check, Dougie.
All we got is four dollars and half a tank of gas, and I don’t know what I'm going

to do if that’s all we got to live on.

Can’t. No way, Dougie said. Check gets sent to the house, you know this. You
filled the form. You checked the box.

My grandmother looked him directly in the face, perhaps for the first time,
because she was a timid woman whose voice was low, who made herself a shadow
in the world. He sighed and said, See what I can manage, then he disappeared
into the office.

Now through the door of the cafeteria there came two women moving fast. One
was a plump pretty teen-ager chewing gum, the cashier, and the other was Doris,
my grandmother’s friend, freckled and squat and blunt. For extra money, she
made exquisite cakes, with flowers like irises and delphiniums in frosting. It was

hard to believe a woman as tough as she was could hold such delicacy inside her.
Oh, Ruby, Doris said. It got even worse, huh. Jesus, take a look at you.

Shoved his gun in my mouth this time, my grandmother said. She didn't bother
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to whisper, because the Kids had been there, they had seen 1t. 1 hougnt 1 was
going to be shot. But, no, he just knocked out a few teeth. My grand-mother
gingerly lifted her lip with a finger to show her swollen bloodied gums. When
Doris stepped forward to hug her, my grandmother winced away from her touch,
and Doris took the hem of her shirt and lifted it, and said, Oh, shit, when she saw

the bruises marbling my grandmother’s stomach and ribs.

Better go up and get looked at by a doctor, the cashier said, her damp pink mouth
hanging open. That looks real ugly.

No time, my grandmother said. It’s already too dangerous to show up here.

In silence, Doris took her cracked leather purse from the hook and put all the
cash in her wallet in my mother’s hand. The cashier blew a bubble, considering,

then sighed and pulled down her own purse and did the same.

Bless you, ladies, my grandmother said. Then she took a shuddering breath and
said, In a way, it was my fault. I thought I'd stay until we finished the shearing.

You know he’s rough with the sheep. I wanted to save them some blood.
Mama? my younger uncle said by the door.

No, don't you do that nonsense, you know that’s not right, Doris said, fiercely. It’s
his fault. Nobody else but his.

Mama? Ralphie said again, louder. It’s him, he’s here. He pointed out the
window, where they could see just the nose of the cruiser coming to a stop behind

my grandmother’s Dodge.

Get down, Doris said, and they all crouched on the tile. They heard a car door
slam. Doris, moving faster than seemed possible, went to the door and locked it.
Half a second later the knob was rattled, and then there was a pounding, and then

my mother couldn’t hear for the blood rushing in her ears.



Doris picked up the pan ol potatoes and came to the Window wearing a rurious
face. What in hell you want? she shouted. Dare to show your face here.

There was a murmuring, then Doris shouted down through the glass, Not here,
up in the E.R. getting looked at. Quite a number you done on her. Couldn't
hardly walk. She said this nastily, glowering. Then she turned her back on the
window and went to the stainless-steel table in the middle of the room, where the

cashier watched out the window over Doris’s shoulder.

They heard an engine starting up, and at last the cashier said in a thick voice,
O.K., he got in and now he’s driving around. But, like, when he figures out you're
not up in the E.R. he’s gonna just come into the kitchen through the cafeteria,

you know. Like, there’s no lock on that door and we can’t stop him.

Doris called for Dougie in a sharp voice, and Dougie hurried out of the office
with an envelope, looking flushed, a little shamefaced. He had been hiding in

there, my mother understood.

I won't forget your kindness, all of you, my grandmother said, but my mother had

to take the paycheck because my grandmother’s hands were shaking too much.
Send us a postcard when you make it, Doris said. Get a move on.

My grandmother leaned on my mother again and they went out to the car as fast
as they could, and it started, and slid the back way, down by the green bridge over
the river. When they had twisted out of sight of the hospital, my grandmother

stopped the car, opened her door, and vomited on the road.

She shut the door. All right, she said, wiping her mouth gingerly with a finger,

and started the car up again.

Z y mother saw on the dashboard clock that it was just past eight. The
teachers were doing roll call right now. Soon a girl would collect the sheets

and take them to the office, where someone, thinking they were doing the right
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thing, would notice that all three of the Kids were gone, and call their absence 1in,
first to the house, where the phone would ring and ring. But then, getting hold of
nobody, they would call it in to the station, and it would be radioed out
immediately to him. And he would know that not only was his wife gone but his
kids were gone with her. They had an hour, maybe a little more, my mother
calculated. An hour could maybe take them out of his jurisdiction. She told her
mother this, pressing her foot on an imaginary accelerator. My grandmother did

drive faster now through the back roads. Gusts of sharp wind pressed the car.

For some time, they were strung into their separate thoughts. My mother counted

the cash. A hundred and twenty-three, she said with surprise.
Doris’s grocery money, I bet, my grandmother said. Bless her.
Ralphie said sadly, I wish we could’ve brought Butch.

Yeah, just what we need, your stinky old dog, Joey said.

Can we go back someday to get him? Ralphie said, but my grandmother was

silent.

My mother turned around to look at her brothers and said, bitterly, We’re never
going back. I hope it all burns down with him inside.

Hey, the little boy said weakly. That’s not nice. He’s my dad.

Mine, too, but I'd be happy if he eats rat poison, Uncle Joseph said. Then he bent
forward and looked at the floor, then at the seat beside him, and said, Oh, jeez.
Oh, no. Where’s your knapsack, Ralphie?

Uncle Ralphie looked all around and said at last, with his eyes wide, I took it into
the kitchen but I think I left it.

There was a long moment before this blow hit them all, at once.



O, this is bad, my mother said.

I'm so sorry, Ralphie said, starting to cry. Mama, I gotta go pee.
Surely Doris will hide it, my grandmother said.

Hold your bladder, Ralphie. But what if she doesn't find it in time? my mother
said. What if she doesn'’t see it before he does? And he knows that you took us.
And he gets on the radio for them all to keep an eye out for us. They could be

looking for us now.

My grandmother cursed softly and looked at the rearview mirror. They were
whipping terribly fast on the country curves now. The boys, in the back, were

clutching the door handles.

My uncle Joey, in a display of self-control that made him seem like a tiny ancient

man, said, It’s O.K., Ralphie, you didn't mean to leave your bag.

My younger uncle reached out his little hand, and Joseph, who hated all show of
affection, held it. Ralphie had a fishing accident when I was a teen-ager, and my
cold, dry uncle Joseph fell apart at the funeral, sobbing and letting snot run down
his face, all twisted grotesquely in pain.

Mama, we got to get out of the state, my mother said. We'll be safer across state

lines.

Shush now, I need to think, my grandmother said. Her hands had gone white on
the wheel.

No, what we got to do is ditch the car, my uncle Joseph said, they’ll be looking for
it. Probably already are. We got to find a parking lot that’s full of cars already, like

a grocery store or mogoﬁvwﬁm.

Then what do we do? my grandmother said in a strangled voice. We walk to
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vermontr dhe Pmﬁmbﬂﬁv a mbmﬁ.@ sound.

No, then we take a bus, Joseph said in his hard, rational voice. We get on a bus

and they can’t find us then.

O.K., my mother said. O.K., yeah, Joey’s right, that’s a good plan. Good thinking.
We’re fifteen minutes out from Albany, they got a bus station, I know where it is.

Tt was her father who had once driven her there in his cruiser, because her
middle-school choir was taking a bus down to New York City for a competition.

He had stopped on the way for strawberry milkshakes. This was a good memory
she had of him.

Fine, my grandmother said. Yes. I can’t think of nothing else. I guess this will be
our change of plans. But, for the first time since the night before, tears welled up
in her eyes and began dripping down her bruised cheeks and she had to slow the

car to see through them.

And then she started breathing crazily, and leaned forward until her forehead
rested on the wheel, and the car stopped suddenly in the middle of the road. The

wind howled around it.
Mama, we need to drive, my mother said. We need to drive now. We need to go.
I really, really have to pee, Ralphie said.

It's O.K., it’s O.K.,, it’s O.K., my grandmother whispered. It’s just that my body is

not really listening to me. I can’t move anything right now. I can’t move my feet.

Oh, God.

It’s fine, my mother said softly. Don’t worry. You're fine. You can take the time

you need to calm down.

And at this moment my mother saw with terrible clarity that everything
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depended upon her. 1he Knowledge was heavy on the nape ot her neck, like a
hand pressing down hard. And what came to her was the trail of bread crumbs
from the fairy tale her mother used to tell her in the dark when she was tiny, and
it was just the two of them in the bedroom, no brothers in this life, not yet, and
the soft, kind moon was shining in the window and her father was downstairs,
worlds away. So my mother said, in a soothing voice, So what we’re going to do
is, Mama’s going to take a deep breath and we’re going to drive down into Albany,
over the tracks, take a right at the feed place, go down by the big brick church,
and park in that lot behind it. It’s only a block or two from the station. We're
going to get out and walk as fast as we can and I'll go in and buy the tickets on
the first bus out to wherever, and if we have time I can get us some food to eat on
the bus. And we’ll get on the bus, and it will slide us out of here so fast. It'll go
wherever it’s going, but eventually we’ll get to the city. And the city is so
enormous we can just hide there. And there are museums and parks and movie
theatres and subways and everything in the city. And Mama will get a job and
we’ll go to school and we’ll get an apartment and there’ll be no more stupid sheep
to take care of and it’ll be safe. No more having to run out to the barn to sleep.
Nobody can hurt us in the city, O.K., boys? We're going to have a life that will be
so boring, every day it will be the same, and it is going to be wonderful. O.K.?

By now my mother had pried my grandmother’s hands off the steering wheel and
was chafing the blood back into them. O.K.? All we need is for you to take a deep
breath.

You can do it, Mama, Joseph said. Ralphie covered his face with both hands. The
grasses outside danced under the heavy wind, brushed flat, ruffled against the fur
of the fields.

Then my mother prayed with her eyes open, her hands spread on the dash,
willing the car forward, and my grandmother slowly put the car back into gear

and, panting, began to drive.



r § “Vhis was the way my mother later told the story, down to the smallest detail,

n—. as though dreaming it into life: the forsythia budding gold on the tips of the
bushes, the last snow rotten in the ditches, the faces of the houses still depressed
by winter, the gray clouds that hung down heavily as her mother drove into the
valley of the town, the wind picking up so that the flag’s rivets on the pole
snapped crisply outside the bus station, where they waited on a metal bench that
seared their bottoms and they shuddered from more than the cold. The bus
roaring to life, wreathed in smoke, carrying them away. She told it almost as
though she believed this happier version, but behind her words I see the true
story, the sudden wail and my grandmother’s blanched cheeks shining in red and
blue and the acrid smell of piss. How just before the door opened and she was
grabbed by the hair and dragged backward, my grandmother turned to her
children and tried to smile, to give them this last glimpse of her.

The three children survived. Eventually they would save themselves, struggling
into lives and loves far from this place and this moment, each finding a kind of
safe harbor, jobs and people and houses empty of violence. But always inside my
mother there would blow a silent wind, a wind that died and gusted again, raging
throughout her life, touching every moment she lived after this one. She tried her
best, but she couldn’t help filling me with this same wind. It seeped into me
through her blood, through every bite of food she made for me, through every
night she waited, shaking with fear, for me to come home by curfew, through
every scolding, everything she forbade me to say or think or do or be, through all
the ways she taught me how to move as a woman in the world. She was far from
being the first to find it blowing through her, and of course I will not be the last. I
look around and can see it in so many other women, passed down from a time

beyond history, this wind that is dark and ceaseless and raging within. ¢
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Nem
They said to say goodnight
And not goodbye, unplugged
The TV when it rained. They hid
Money in mattresses
So to sleep on decisions.
Some of their children
‘Were not their children. Some
Of their parents had no birthdates.
They could sweat a cold out
Of you. They'd wake without
An alarm telling them to.
Even the short ones reached
Certain shelves. Even the skinny
Cooked animals too quick
To get caught. And I don't care
How ugly one of them arrived,
That one got married
To somebody fine. They fed
Families with change and wiped
Their kitchens clean.
Then another century came.
People like me forgot their names.
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