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The collected stories in the dissertation manuscript, �������	
������, 

are set primarily in Mississippi, and present a south devoid of reference to 

contemporary culture. The south of �������	
������ is timeless, a microcosm 

where the surreal bleeds into the real, a place rife with the macabre and the 

taboo. The collection’s concern with morbidity will, perhaps, encourage readers 

to align it with the ‘southern gothic’ tradition, or as some critics define it, the 

“grotesque—‘the demented, the deformed, the queer’” (quoted in Donaldson 567). 

And yet, to call the stories in �������	
������ ‘southern gothic’ is to 

oversimplify a collection of fiction influenced by a diverse body of writers, from 

Emily Bronte to Toni Morrison to Flannery O’Connor, a collection concerned not 

only with atmosphere, but with obsession, and with the inexplicable lure of the 

macabre.  

Too often do we categorize southern fiction as ‘southern gothic’ and too 

often do we ignore the basic differences between the fiction of, for example, 

William Faulkner and Flannery O’Connor, or William Gay and Cormac McCarthy, 

each with its own particular agendas and obsessions—from the devout 

Catholicism of an O’Connor story to Gay’s interest in the “Gothic fairy tale” (as he 

calls his story, “The Paperhanger”). Labeling fiction ‘southern gothic’—or ‘realist’ 

or ‘postmodernist’ or anything else, for that matter—stamps it as “known” or 

“understood.” But the beauty of literary fiction is that its meanings, its use of 

language and setting and character, can never be fully known, can never be 

wholly understood.  

And yet, critics and readers alike continue to categorize literature, perhaps 

because the need to ��������, to �������	��, is a part of our very nature. It is a 

need which the Gothic tradition itself has exploited for nearly three hundred years. 

The Gothic has always fed

 off our fear of the unknown—or, in other words, what we cannot 

categorize. Judith Halberstam, in her study ������	
�, claims that the Gothic 
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tradition has from its very beginning marked “a peculiarly modern preoccupation 

with boundaries and their collapse” (Halberstam 20). In her anthropological work 

���������������, Mary Douglas has further defined this blurring of boundaries 

as the ‘impure’ or “things that are interstitial, that cross the boundaries of the 

deep categories of a culture’s conceptual scheme” (Douglas cited in Carroll 55).  

We can further identify the ‘impure’ in objects or beings if “[they are] . . . 

categorically incomplete, or formless” (Carroll 55). Certainly the figure of the 

monster itself (a figure which appears in much of the Gothic fiction of the late 

Victorian period) embodies this concern with “boundaries and their collapse”. The 

monster is always a hybrid, a half7breed, a mongrel (Frankenstein’s creature 

remains, perhaps, the most classic example—both living and dead, animate and 

inanimate).  

But this transgression, this crossing of lines, is not limited to the figure of 

the monster alone. It extends, in fact, to the setting, the place, and the very 

atmosphere in which the characters breathe. Prominent features of Gothic fiction 

are tumbled7down mansions, ruined castles, ominous woods, “marginal, hidden, 

or abandoned sites: graveyards, sewers, or old houses [. . .] environs outside of 

and unknown to ordinary social life” (Carroll 57). And if it is this, finally, that 

makes a work of fiction Gothic, then sure, we can call �������	
������—and 

its fascination with deformities, its horned woman, its corpses, its abandoned 

houses and dank, deserted spaces—Gothic. We find in the book a fascination 

with transgression deeply rooted in the characters themselves, a fascination 

which theorist Julia Kristeva would call “the abject”—or, “that which does not 

‘respect borders, positions, rules’ and which ‘disturbs identity, system, order’” 

(Kristeva quoted in Hutchings 36). For Kristeva, the abject “also offers a source 

of fascination and desire, seductively drawing our attention to the limits of our 

selfhood even as we seek to distance ourselves from that experience” (36). In 

��� ���	
������� this combination of desire and disgust emerges over and 

over again. Nan, the main character in “Scraps,” is so inexplicably obsessed with 

the “impure” that she collects fingernail clippings and hair clippings, objects which, 

“insofar as they figure ambiguously in terms of categorical oppositions such as 
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me/not me, inside/outside, and living/dead, serve as ready candidates for 

abhorrence as impure” (Hutchings 55). Milla, from the title story of the collection, 

finds that her very identity hinges on possessing the Widow Sunday’s amputated 

horn. Caroline, in “The Dancing Imps of Riverfest,” is so drawn to the unknown 

that she takes to rooting out secrets, and discovers more than she is prepared to 

confront.  

It would seem, then, that �������	
������—according to the above 

definition of the Gothic—has been strongly influenced by the genre. But what of 

the �	����� gothic in particular? How does this more recent sub7genre factor 

into a long7standing tradition of Gothic fiction, and what, finally, makes a work of 

fiction ‘southern gothic’ and not simply Gothic? Its setting? No. Truman Capote, 

often deemed a ‘southern gothic’ writer, set much of his work in New York City, 

while Cormac McCarthy, also sometimes aligned with the genre, sets his fiction 

prominently in the western United States. But both of these writers are originally 

from the south, so perhaps this is the key? A quick scan of such southern gothic 

anthologies as �������������	��� answers this question, since the authors 

included are from all areas of the United States. It would seem, then, that one 

can write about, be from, or currently live in the south to be classified as 

‘southern gothic.’ With a definition as broad as this, one wonders what common 

ground readers may find in the body of work we call ‘southern gothic.” Some 

identify it in the “themes of terror, death, and social interaction” (“Southern 

Gothic” ii.) that much of this fiction portrays.  

We have established, then, that for a work of fiction to be classified 

‘southern gothic’ it must have, in some loose way, a connection with the south, 

and it must also include something of “terror” and morbidity and “social 

interaction.” All of this would seem to place �������	
������ neatly within the 

southern gothic genre. The stories are not only set in the south, but are written by 

an author who currently lives in the south and is also from the south. And many 

of the stories can be analyzed in terms of “terror, death, and social interaction”—

most notably “Panther Crosses Hinds County”, in which the main character’s 

morbid interest in death is placed front and center, and “Belhaven” in which the 
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main character finds herself incapable of any ‘normal’ interaction with her 

neighbor. But the above definition of the ‘southern gothic’ is so broad that we 

could, if we tried, connect hundreds of novels and stories to the genre, many of 

whose authors would recoil at such a connection. Eudora Welty is a notable 

example. As author Susan Donaldson puts it: “considering the stereotypes and 

the clichés associated with Southern Gothic [. . .] it’s quite understandable that 

Welty herself has often resisted being categorized as a writer of Southern Gothic. 

‘They better not call me that!’ she abruptly told Alice Walker in an interview” (567).  

Welty’s response is indicative of the problems with categorizing literature. 

Perhaps Welty knew that works of art should not, and often cannot, be 

categorized; they are too complex, too fraught with contradictions to dismiss as 

one genre or another. And the fact remains that all literature, from tales of courtly 

love in the Medieval period to the high realism of the Victorians to the modernists 

and postmodernists to the southern gothic, has been influenced by what has 

come before it. �������	
������ is no different. The Mississippi presented 

here is inspired, in part, by the obvious—Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha county and 

Flannery O’Connor’s Georgia, fictional southern landscapes layered atop real 

ones. But it is also inspired by Thomas Hardy’s Wessex, Emily Brontë’s moors, 

Edith Wharton’s New York and even, to some extent, Jane Austen’s “little bit of 

ivory”.  And yes, as we have seen, we can read �������	
������ as a product 

of the Gothic and/or the ‘southern gothic’. But better, I would argue, is to toss all 

categories aside and read it for what it is, a work of fiction intensely concerned 

with the fascination with morbidity that haunts human nature, a fascination that 

defies categorization because it remains, finally, universal.  
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On Saturday the body of a fifteen year7old boy will turn up at the Jackson 

zoo and the employees will point the finger at the giraffe keeper. An odd bird, 

they’ll call her, a bad egg. A wolf in sheep’s clothing. But today is only Thursday 

and the giraffe keeper, who cannot predict these events, sits on a bench outside 

the Elephant Café until long after the zoo has closed. And if she could predict 

what would happen, perhaps she would change nothing. Perhaps she would sit 

here, as she does every day, and sip a root beer until the bottle sweats onto her 

khakis, until her feet fall asleep inside her workman’s boots and all around her 

the animals thrash and yelp at the gathering dark.  

But it’s early for that still, only five o’clock and the sun still burning her 

shoulders. Nearby, the orangutans whoop at their feeder, a sound she once 

found frantic and piercing, exotic. But it blends now with the clang of metal gates, 

the constant screams of sticky children, the squeal of the train over by the 

swimming hole7turned7swamp (where in two days time the body will beach itself 

on the spongy bank) and all of it muffled, dampened by her own noise. The 

giraffe keeper, whose name is Rena, pushes her cap back from her ears but it’s 

still herself that she hears, the steady throb of her pulse, her breath whistling 

through her nose, faint and thin like a far7off cry. 

She would leave now if she could, escape the stench of fresh dung, the 

bitter, burnt odor of sun7stiffened fur and too7hot flesh. She’d go for a walk in 

Livingston Park, despite the heat. Splash in the fountain, float on her back and 

watch the bats flit and twitter overhead. She should have been a bat keeper, out 

of daylight, secretive, shifty. She could have cultivated the role—slit eyes, a 

hunched, defensive posture.  

 As it is, she is too much on display with her giraffes, right up front, the first 

exhibit, and their tall, slender necks like signposts, like beacons. Come and find 

me, they say, and so they do, the other keepers, the gift7shop cashiers, the 
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volunteers. Every night after the zoo has closed, they come to the café beside 

the giraffe corral. They come to talk about themselves and Rena can’t help but 

hear.  

“I’m in love with the alligator boy.” It’s the zebra keeper this time, a new 

hire. Her name is Betsy, Rena remembers, and she’s fresh from community 

college, probably always in love. She drops down on the bench, rubs her hands 

on her thighs. Her hands are dirty, the fingernails lined in black, but she’s too 

young, too new to care about the filth. Ten years ago, Rena was that way too. 

Now Rena scrubs her hands clean at least thirty times a day, and her fingers are 

a permanent, chafed red, the knuckles raw and cracked. The hands of a woman 

much older than she, rough7working, masculine hands, though once they were 

as white and smooth as a soft7boiled egg.  

 “I’m pretty sure,” Rena says, “the alligator boy is only sixteen.”  

 “Fifteen. And he’s a sophomore in high school.” The girl crosses her legs, 

swings her foot, and how different the uniform looks on her, the khakis rolled up 

high on her plump thighs, the boots hugging smooth, tanned shins. Even her cap 

is charming, tilted back on her head and blonde curls spilling from beneath the 

brim. She’s done it on purpose, sexed herself up. Perhaps she can’t help it. It’s 

the zoo that does it, and Rena herself was once turned on by the noises here, 

the snarls and grunts, the snort of a rhinoceros rooting in the mud, the peacock’s 

languid, pleading call—all of it so much like the sounds of love. How surprised 

Rena was, when she first realized. And how disappointed, later.   

“I put in a request for the boy,” Betsy says. “I said I needed help with the 

new foal.” Her voice rises and falls with too much inflection, as if she’s on stage. 

“I said I needed some ���	������.” She winks at Rena. She runs her tongue 

along her upper lip, trails a finger down her throat. It’s familiar, an imitation. Rena 

has seen it before; she has seen it in miniature on her ten7inch TV screen. It’s 

what seduction looks like in movies.  

 Behind them comes a rustling. Two giraffes rub their necks together, a 

sound like dead leaves underfoot.  
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“How sweet!” Betsy throws her head back to stare up at them, exposing 

the full length of her neck. The skin of her throat, pale and smooth, glows a soft 

pink in the setting sun. It’s a game to her, what she’s planning, but there’s 

nothing funny about her body, young and full and real. She’ll get the boy—it’s 

what they do with the volunteers, send them where they’re wanted. And when 

she gets him, she’ll make him crazy for her. Rena can tell.  

Later, Rena does not go for a walk in Livingston park, but home as always. 

She could go, maybe, if she could forget all the things they tell her. She could try 

something new, a stroll through a downtown gallery, a root beer—or hell, a real 

beer, a glass of red wine—somewhere classy, a place with cloth napkins and 

waiters dressed in black. Or better still, a rowdy, drunken place where men holler, 

where women cry and mess their faces and things happen.  

She could do this if she could leave behind the secrets she carries with 

her, too many secrets and none of them worth a damn because they never come 

to a head. Geoffrey, in charge of lemurs, is afraid of the eyes—so big and round 

and glassy. He’d like to drive a needle through one, watch it burst like a 

carbuncle. But he won’t, of course. And the leopard keeper is sleeping with 

Laurel the ticket teller but Laurel doesn’t much care for it. It’s the leopards she 

wants and she’d rather stick her finger in a leopard’s mouth, rub the hot, wet 

tongue—but she won’t do that either. And there’s Ruby, who works with the 

bears and wants her husband to attack her, to bruise her arms and legs and bite 

her neck, but she’ll never tell him so. And Beau, the prairie7dog keeper—a man 

Rena once dated—has a taste for teenage boys, though his girlfriend from the 

gift shop thinks they’re on the brink of marriage and tells Rena she’d like to fuck 

Beau right in front of the prairie dogs but how can you marry a man after you’ve 

done that with him?  

But it’s not answers they want, which is good because Rena has no 

answers. She has nothing but the weight of their desire, theirs not hers, and 

lately it makes her sluggish, stupid, all those secrets clinging to her like an odor, 

like the mossy smell of giraffe dung that, no matter how hard she scrubs, she can 

never wash from her skin. That’s what they don’t tell you when you sign on, that 
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you’re essentially a shit7shoveler—ten years shoveling shit and she’s only thirty 

years old for God’s sake. They also don’t tell you about the human interaction, 

the necessary give and take of conversation, though in her case it’s mostly give, 

give until she hasn’t got the energy to take. She never meant to be this—had she 

meant to be this?—their ear. One day they were just there, talking. It’s the talking 

itself that bothers her. She wouldn’t mind so much if they’d only �	 something 

once and a while—weep hysterically or fall into a swoon, pitch a fit down on the 

grass. The one good thing about children, they know how to throw a tantrum, and 

how can these people not see it—that she doesn’t care? Why do they all come, 

as if in tacit agreement, to her? But she knows why, of course. It’s because she 

has no secrets herself, nothing to tell in return.  

At home, she sits cross7legged on her bed and there is only this—the tiny 

black and white television flickering images, the sound on mute. She can afford 

something better, a big one with better speakers and a wide screen, but she 

prefers it small and colorless. She prefers it less real. Tonight, a man with a 

mustache totes a gun; a woman pants beneath a table. This is what she has, flat, 

one7dimensional figures and who can she tell about the woman miming fear with 

her hands pressed to her mouth, her chest heaving? Or the man with his lip 

curled in a dramatic snarl as he paces to and fro with heavy limbs. She can tell 

no one about the posed, stilted quality of these characters, how she finds it more 

appealing than the subtlety of real emotion, the quiver of a lip or a hand, the 

barely discernable twitch of an eye or the nervous twisting of a shirt hem. People 

in real life, her co7workers, the customers at the zoo, every one of her ex7lovers 

and even Beau who could only get it up after a day of watching bare7chested 

young men haul bags of feed —they’ve got nothing on the characters that parade 

every night across her silent screen.  

But now there’s Betsy, with her pomp and show, her flair for the dramatic. 

Betsy could be one of them, if she wanted, one of the dozens of female 

characters that appear in Rena’s favorite films. And even now, as Rena watches, 

as she crosses her legs and swings her foot like Betsy did this afternoon, the girl 

is there on the screen, there in the woman with her mouth open in a muted 
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scream, her hands clutching her hair and the swell of her breasts shiny with 

sweat. And when Rena turns the sound up, it’s Betsy again, the lilt and purr of 

her voice, that comes through the speakers. Betsy is there, in there with them, 

and it’s not fair.  

It’s not fair. On Friday—one day before the engineer steers the train 

around the swamp and spots the body, naked and white as a skinned fish, 

sprawled up on the bank—Rena fills buckets with fresh water, tosses alfalfa and 

grain into a trough and thinks how, this time, she will wait outside the Elephant 

Café with a purpose. She will wait because Betsy is sure to come again.  

A few late7comers drift past the exhibits, women with babies propped on 

their hips, toddlers strapped into harnesses and on leashes, flailing chubby arms 

and legs. One family stops in front of the giraffes.  

 “Look how tall and proud,” the mother says. “Look!” She grabs her child by 

the chin and forces his head up.   

 “Ugly,” the child says.  

 “Aren’t they?” says Rena. But she found them beautiful once, such gentle, 

doe7eyed creatures, so silent. When had this changed? She can’t remember the 

last time the giraffes seemed anything but common horses or dogs. Nothing 

special, though she’s tried to find things, strange things—their slow7moving jaws, 

their horns, like bulbous flesh7covered antennae. “And they don’t do much 

either,” she says. “They just stand there and blink.” Yes, she’d like for them to do 

something. Mutter or snort or growl. Charge her once and awhile, nip her fingers. 

She wants to tell this woman and her child what she hasn’t told anyone, that like 

an over7watched film or a worn7out lover, that like everything else, the giraffes 

bore her. “Listen,” she says, but they’ve moved on already and don’t hear.  

 She has drunk half of her root beer by the time Betsy shows up, rolling her 

hips. She sidles up to the bench—Rena sees it now, that Betsy sidles, that she 

prances and struts and throws her chest out—and sits perched on the edge of it. 

“This time tomorrow,” Betsy says, “I’ll have him.” She sucks a deep, noisy breath 

in through her nose and closes her eyes. Her face is artfully made7up, smoky lids, 

thick black lashes, lips painted a deep red. Rena takes note.  
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“Look here, Betsy,” Rena says, but a shadow falls across them.  

 “Beau!” Betsy claps her hands and smiles up at him. “How ��� you?” She 

sweeps her cap from her head, shakes her blonde curls loose, flirting with him. 

He’s a good7looking man and still young, in his mid7thirties, with a broad, sun7

burnt face, sleek black hair. Betsy won’t get anywhere with him, but she doesn’t 

know that.  

 He glances at Betsy, and then over at the giraffes. It happens sometimes, 

like now, that two will show up at the same time. Usually, Rena lets them battle it 

out, who can wait the longest until finally one gives up and leaves. Because it’s 

��� they want, her alone and one day she’ll buckle under this burden. She 

imagines they find her, stretched on her back in the corral, flat and gutless as a 

squashed bug.  

And then Betsy breaks all the rules. “So, Beau,” she says, “I’ve got a thing 

for the alligator boy.”  

 Rena squeezes the bottle tight in her fist. Beside her, Beau jumps. “Oh,” 

he says, and it comes out with too much breath.  

 “What a sweetheart,” Betsy says. “Makes me hot all over.” She runs her 

hands up her thighs and moans deep in her throat like a bobcat. Rena imagines 

smashing the bottle against the bench and threatening Betsy with the broken 

neck. She imagines Betsy’s reaction: eyes open wide, hands up, palms out, an 

attitude of defense. “Take it easy now,” Betsy might say, “Easy, Rena.” Or she 

might screech like a macaw and throw her plump young body at Rena. A tussle 

down on the grass, caps flying off, teeth gnashing and all of it in a ten7inch 

square of flat black and white.  

“I said look here,” Rena says.  

But Betsy is looking up at the giraffes, her eyes half7closed against the 

sun. “What would it be like,” she says, “to be always so high?” And then she 

blows them a kiss and saunters away.  

 “What’s wrong with her?” Beau says, and there’s a familiar edge to his 

tone. It’s his hurt voice, the voice he used when Rena asked him if he’d like her 

better if she lopped her breasts off and stopped shaving her legs. So long ago 
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now, it seems, and she thought she knew him then. She thought she found 

someone as bored with it all as she was. But he wasn’t bored. He was only quiet. 

He was only hiding. “What in God’s name,” he says, “is wrong with that girl?”  

 “I think,” Rena says, “she’s not real.”    

This time, Rena does not go home. Nor does she go to a street7side café 

or to a too7crowded bar, but only across the wooden bridge and over to the 

Wilderness Mississippi exhibit. It’s past six, and by now most of the keepers are 

gone, but there’s Carla up ahead, locking the Venomous Backyard cabin. Carla, 

who hates her five year7old son because “His eyes are black like the devil’s” and 

wants to dump him on her mother and get the hell out of Jackson, but won’t do it 

“cause it ain’t the right.” She waves as Rena passes. And there’s Edward, 

feeding mice to the owls. Edward tended the sea lions until the big one attacked 

the little one because Edward drank too much whiskey and forgot to feed them 

three nights running, but “it wasn’t on purpose, Rena. I’d never do it again.” He 

tips his hat at her, smiles. And somewhere around is probably still Beau, always 

the last to leave because he’d rather linger here than go home to his panting 

girlfriend and pretend to enjoy the soft flesh of her thighs, her breasts. But in the 

end, that’s just what he’ll do; he’ll keep up his charade like the rest of them, like 

everyone, and my God she’d rather they weren’t all so outwardly normal, so 

goddamned civilized.  

The alligator pit, an opaque green pond, sits deep below the bank and is 

enclosed by a chain link fence. The boy himself sits cross7legged in the grass, 

just outside it.  

“I heard their eyes glow at night,” Rena says.    

 “Oh yeah,” the boy says. “It’s something. The big ones, their eyes glow red, 

and the little ones glow green.” He stands, as he says this. Tall as a man, at least 

six feet. His arms too are like a man’s, long and ropey. But he fidgets like a boy; 

he shifts his weight from one foot to the other, thrusts his hands in his pockets 

and then pulls them out. “You got to shine a light on them,” he says. “Their eyes 

glow in the beam.”  

“I’d like to see it,” Rena says.  



�

� ��

 “It’s something.” He turns, facing her, his back against the fence. “They’re 

moving me to zebras.” He pushes his lower lip out, blinks, the child flickering 

across his face. “Can’t you do something?”  

 “Like what?” Rena could grab that lip, pull him right up to her mouth. It’s 

what Betsy would do.  

            “Tell them I don’t want to move.” His voice rises to the whining pitch so 

familiar to Rena after ten years at the zoo, ten years of the children that come 

every day and point and shove and holler, their heads thrown back, their dirty 

necks on prominent display as they gaze up at the giraffes. “Tell them I don’t like 

zebras,” he says.  

 “I’ll tell them,” Rena says, though she has no pull with the curator or the 

lead keepers and has no intention of telling them anything. “But you’ve got to do 

me a favor.” 

 “I don’t like giraffes either.”  

 Rena moves closer. There’s a smell of spice on him, his father’s cologne 

perhaps, mingled with the mildew smell always strong beside the alligators. 

“Show me the eyes,” she says. “Meet me out here tonight and show me.” She 

means to touch him, as she says this, to trail her fingers down his arm. But she 

doesn’t know how. An imitation like Betsy’s is what she intended, dramatic and 

obvious, but her hand stops short and hangs frozen in the air like a cat’s paw, 

posed to bat a toy. 

          She meets the boy at the back entrance. He comes shuffling across the 

gravel lot, dressed all in black with a duffle bag slung over his shoulder. It’s 

closing in on midnight, and he must have snuck out of his house or lied to his 

parents to get here. Rena imagines what they would think of her, if they knew. A 

hussy, they’d call her, a predator, a deviant—some of the very names her co7

workers will call her in the morning, though she can’t predict this—and she 

tosses her hair over her shoulder, throws her chest out, warms to the role.   

          “Look here.” The boy drops the duffle bag on the gravel and pulls several 

flashlights from it and a bag of frozen fish fillets. “To tempt them out,” he says. 

“You got to come prepared.”  
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          “Yes.” Rena has come prepared as well. She has done her face, has lined 

her eyes in black, curled her lashes. She scrounged up an old lipstick from the 

bottom of a drawer—left7over from her days of dating, before she grew tired of it, 

of its monotony, the predictability of the men’s behavior, how easily satisfied they 

were with just her body, how they lay there, glutted, satiated, like there was 

nothing more than this. All but Beau, of course, who would leap from the bed and 

pace around the room, or cling tight to her flesh, digging his fingers into her back, 

and hold his breath as if waiting for that satisfaction, as if he could force it to 

come. How she loved that about him, that he wasn’t content with just her, just 

them, their bodies pressed together in her narrow twin bed. But all that time he 

must have known what he wanted, as she did not, and how disappointed, how 

hurt she was, when he told her.  

The boy has also brought pliers to break the lock, but Rena opens the 

gate with her key. There are no night lights, no watchmen. At night, the animals 

are left to fend for themselves and they make a lot of noise out here in the dark. 

Night birds chatter; somewhere close by a bobcat screams like a woman in pain, 

and just beside them on the path comes a sudden rustle and a flash of white—

the albino peacock, loose to wander the grounds, its red eye beaming back at 

them in the glow of the boy’s flashlight.  

 “You ever been here this late?” the boy says, from behind her.  

 “No.” But it seems to her that she has. She can’t remember. The shadowy 

shape of the path, the rasp of locusts and crickets, the night air, soft and damp 

against her skin—all of it is familiar.   

 “I have,” the boy says. He catches up to her. So close that his smell—the 

spicy cologne and something else now, a child smell, shampoo and 

peppermint—wafts over her. His arm, cool and dry, brushes hers. She’ll have to 

make a move soon, and she hasn’t thought much about what she’ll do or say or if 

she’ll even follow through with it. But of course she’ll follow through; it’s why she 

came, why she lured him out here, after all. And what are her options? She can 

either seduce the boy, or go back to the Elephant Café and sit there until the 

pattern of the bench imprints itself, permanently, onto the backs of her thighs, 
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until even Betsy has calmed down and grown complacent, as eventually she 

must, until there’s no more escaping to her films because she has watched them 

so many times that the over7blown gestures—the lounging postures, the winks, 

the hair tosses and pouting lips—have lost all meaning. Yes, it’s either the boy, 

or herself, and she’s got to �	�something, since no one else will.    

They reach the edge of Wilderness Mississippi but the boy turns off the 

path.  “Not here,” he says. “Those are too easy. It’s no fun finding them.” 

“Where then?”  

He lopes along, his legs too long for his young body. “The swamp beside 

the train track. There’s gators in there. Big ones.”  

 Rena starts to tell him it’s not a good idea, but stops. Betsy, not yet 

complacent but wiggling and preening, comes to her. Betsy would have 

suggested the swimming7hole herself. It’s more secluded. It’s dangerous, 

dramatic.   

 Off the path, they move through a dense border of trees, cypresses, 

sweetgums, magnolias with their flowers in full, lewd bloom, the buds open wide 

and their pistils thrust up like thick pink fingers. The ground grows softer, wetter, 

and a smell—fetid and rank as an open sore—hits Rena all at once so that she 

gags and coughs into her fist. The boy doesn’t seem to mind. “It’s just the water,” 

he says, and then he squats beside the fallen trunk of a tree and opens his duffle 

bag. He pulls out an enormous light, much bigger than the rest, like a spotlight, 

and aims it up at the sky. It cuts through the dark, bounces off tree limbs and 

Spanish moss and clouds of tiny, flying insects. It catches, just briefly, a quick, 

arrow7like shape in its beam—“a bat,” Rena says—and then boy and beam 

together move off toward the water.  

 Rena follows. Her shoes, not her workmen boots but pretty, patent7leather 

slippers that she unearthed from the back of her closet, stick in the sucking mud. 

They reach an old wooden tower that was once a diving board and the boy 

shines the light up its ladder, up each splintered, weather7gray rung, to the 

platform at the top and the jutting board all overgrown with kudzu and moss.  
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 “I bet you could still dive off that,” he says. “I bet you could.” And then he 

drops his bag, shoves the flashlight at Rena and steps onto the bottom rung.  

 Rena grabs the hem of his shirt. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she 

says.  

 He glances back at her, his upper lip curled, a sneer. “Get your hands off 

me.” He rips his shirt from her fingers and then scrambles up the ladder. At the 

top, he sits with his feet dangling off the board. “Throw me the flashlight,” he says.  

 It should be exciting. It should make her want to pant and run her hands 

all down her body. She should want to roll around with him up there on the diving 

board, a sea of alligators beneath them. But, “You get down from there,” she 

calls to him. “Come on down.”  

 “Come on up,” he says.  

 “I’m not ready.” It comes out before she can stop it, the truth.  

 “I thought you were different.” His voice comes barreling down at her. His 

face, pale and round and glowing in the beam of the flashlight, hovers from a 

point at the back end of the board.  “I thought,” he says, “you really wanted to see 

this.”  

 “I do!” 

 “You,” he says, and then there’s a thud, like he stomps his foot or 

smashes his fist against the board. “You’re just like the rest of them.”  

 But that can’t be true—can it be true? He’s just a boy; he doesn’t know the 

difference between them and her. ����, they carry it forward, this whining, 

sniveling normality, this passivity, while she is simply an observer, a sufferer, 

their victim. Now is the time to show him; she’s got to �	 something and she 

tucks the flashlight under one arm, grabs a rung and hauls herself up the ladder. 

The slick soles of her shoes slip on the wood and it creaks beneath her weight, 

shudders with each step. Up and up and at the top, when she glances over her 

shoulder, the distance to the ground below is mercifully hidden in dark, nothing 

down there but shadow. She crawls on her hands and knees along the board, 

kudzu tickling her face and the board dipping with her weight, until finally she’s 

close enough to stretch her hand out and touch the boy.  
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 He reaches back, takes the flashlight from her. “Look there,” he says, and 

he sweeps the light over the water. Sure enough, there they are, filmy green 

eyes reflecting the light like broken glass, like precious stones scattered all 

across the far bank and down in the water, some only a few feet from the bottom 

of the board, and “I told you, didn’t I?” the boy says.  “Ain’t it something?”  

“Yes.” Rena pushes herself up with her hands. She scoots along the 

board until she’s right up on him. “It’s something,” she says and, straddling the 

plank, she brings her hand up to the back of his head, just brushes his hair with 

her fingertips.  

For a moment, he drops his head back, resting it in her hand, then, 

“There’s a big one out here too,” he says, and twists around to face her. “I’ve 

seen it.”  

His legs are swung over the edge of the board, side7saddle, and she 

presses her knee against his thigh. He sighs right into her face, his breath warm 

and sweet. He tastes sweet too, like syrup, when she kisses him, and she has 

time to wonder if he’s ever been kissed before, if she’s his first. She has time to 

think that a kiss will not be enough, that she’ll have to do more; she’ll have to lay 

him flat against the board, show him how she’s different. And there’s time 

enough too to notice the noise, a rustling, like something moving in the brush 

below, and a rapid, whistling breath that is not hers, not the boy’s, and then the 

boy pulls suddenly away.  

“All you keepers,” he says, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. 

“You ��� like the rest of them.” And he brings the flashlight up and shines it right 

in her eyes. The pain is immediate, the boy, the dark swallowed in light, her eyes 

throbbing, and she throws her hands up to her face, falls backward, pain 

shooting up from her elbow where she cracks it against the board. Pain and light, 

so much light like a goddamned eclipse, an explosion, an apocalypse, and he’s 

just a boy, for god’s sake, just a child with a flashlight aimed steady at her face.  

“Get that light off me!” 
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“Say you’re the same.” His voice comes from just above, and he must be 

squatting over her, the light pointed down at her eyes. “Say you’re like the rest of 

them.”   

 She lies on her back, her palms pressed to her face, and when she starts 

to roll onto her stomach, she nearly loses her balance and falls off the board. All 

she can do is push herself backward, one hand thrown up over her eyes. The 

boy follows her with the beam, until she gropes behind her, finds the splintered 

edge of the ladder and, clutching it tight, whirls around to go down it face7first. 

Her shoes slip on the second rung and she falls the rest of the way, arms waving 

wildly, blinded by light, all her body tight with fear, her mouth open and a sound 

like gargling coming out (something she would regret, if she noticed it, so unlike a 

piercing Hollywood scream) and she lands on her hands and knees in the cool 

mud.  

 “Thought you could fool me,” the boy says, from above. “Thought you 

could get whatever you wanted, just like the other one.”  

 Her palms sting. Her knees ache and there’s mud on her face, in her hair. 

The boy is saying something else, something more, but his voice has the flat, 

tinny quality of a bad recording. She sits up, sits back on her heels and all around 

her flashes light, a web of light stretched across the dark, and the voice going on 

as if from so far, a voice funneled through time and space and static. And then, 

behind the light, something moves. She blinks, and it’s there, taking gradual 

shape, a broad, round face, a mouth all twisted with emotion—fear? despair?—

she doesn’t know, but it’s a familiar face, and as it comes closer, as it passes her, 

she lifts her hand up to touch the sleek black hair, the smooth, sun7burnt brow, 

but it’s too far to reach.  

That morning the engineer finds the boy’s body, stripped naked, one of his 

arms ripped off, and his neck all swollen and bruised. “Been molested,” he tells 

the gathered employees. “Been real messed up.” All of them are there, Geoffrey 

the lemur keeper and Laurel the ticket teller, Ruby, who works with the bears, 

and Carla and Edward, and Beau’s girlfriend—Liz, from the gift7shop—and Beau 

too, and also Betsy, howling like a hound on the scent, her face all smeared and 
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blotched from crying. Yes, they’re there, every keeper, cashier and volunteer. All 

but the giraffe keeper.  

 But she’s not far, only a few blocks away, in Livingston Park. She is only 

sitting in her mud7caked clothes on the edge of the fountain, her feet bare and 

soaked clean. She is there, where she has been since dark, since she left the 

boy to Beau and all was quiet but for the boy’s cries that floated up and along the 

dark, past water and trees and fences and over to where Rena sits now. But by 

the time the sun rose up over the fountain and the early7comers showed up with 

their dogs and children, the boy’s cries had long ceased, as if they, and the boy 

himself, had never existed at all. By now, there are many here, a sprawling crowd 

of park7goers. Some pass close to the fountain, and when Rena waves at them, 

they do not wave back. But she’ll keep on waving, because she knows what 

disturbs them. It’s not a strange, disheveled woman in torn clothes that makes 

them slit their eyes and turn away. It’s not what they can’t understand, can’t place, 

but the opposite, that she’s someone like them, someone just the same. Yes, it’s 

this that bothers them most, what they see in her is like what she sees in them, 

so many versions of herself, and if she keeps on waving, one of them is bound to 

stop.  
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On highway 49, outside of Wiggins and headed north to her mother’s 

house, Margaret smacks the Colonel’s face hard enough that later a bruise will 

fan across his cheek. It is the first time she has hit a man, the first time she has 

felt the impact of knuckle against bone, the dull, seductive crack. �

  “Unprovoked,” the Colonel says. “Uncalled for.”  A ring on Margaret’s 

index finger has cut his cheek, and he holds a shirt to his face to catch the blood, 

his head tilted back. The shirt is Margaret’s and from the waist up she wears only 

her bra, a pale scrap of material that blends with the pink of her skin. They have 

stopped outside a fruit stand already closed in the early evening, canvas flaps 

fastened securely over the wooden frame. In the driver’s seat, Margaret is bathed 

in passing headlights, her neck and shoulders polished a bright white.  

“I told you,” Margaret says. “I always do this.” She never does this, but can 

lie to him because she has known him only for three weeks. She can pretend to 

be tough because she has not told him about her past, what she did when only 

months ago and on a weekend like this one, she found her mother in a heap on 

the living room rug, beaten unconscious and still alive. She will not tell him this, 

though she is taking him now to her mother’s house, taking him to help her pull 

up every inch of the carpet that her mother nearly died on.  

“Listen up,” the Colonel says. “My God, Margaret.” His voice is hoarse, 

muffled beneath the shirt still clutched to his face.  

Margaret runs her palms over her bare legs. She wonders if he will cry, if 

she will see him cry. She has been with many men, but she has never before 

watched a man cry and she feels that she would like to see it. She would like to 

know if it is uglier for a man, for this man, his rough shadow of a face, the pink 

bulk of his neck. Sitting, he is massive, taking up too much space in the 

passenger seat, his chest so wide that his shoulder, from time to time, brushes 

hers.  
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“You’ll need some ice,” Margaret says. The smell of fruit is thick in the 

warm air, ghosts of fruit. She could rip the canvas from the fruit stand, could see 

what he thinks of that. But all the barrels would likely be empty, peaches and 

cantaloupes and watermelons packed into the bed of a pick7up truck and taken 

away until morning.  

“And I wanted a peach,” she says. She swings the car back onto the 

highway. This road goes on forever, stretches all the way across Mississippi, and 

she knows it better than anything, knows that behind her, past Wiggins and the 

library where she works, it falls back into the dark, down into a south that is too 

wet and too hot, too south.  

“Now listen up.” The Colonel slaps a palm on the dash. “Put a shirt on, for 

Lord’s sake.”  

“We’ll tell my mother,” Margaret says, “that a bird got you.” 

“Goddamn nearly broke my face.” He takes the shirt from his cheek as he 

says this, touches his cheek with the tip of his finger.  

 “She’s always worried about birds doing that,” Margaret says.  

At a nearby gas station, the Colonel tosses the bloody shirt into Margaret’s 

lap. She spreads it over her knees and imagines putting it back on, wearing it 

home to her mother, all that bright blood soaked into the collar, across the 

stomach. “Bird got me too,” she could say, and stumble into the foyer, her arms 

limp and dangling. She could watch her mother’s reaction, could compare it with 

her own that other night, the night she stared at the slumped figure of her mother, 

the bare flesh sprawled on the green square of carpet. Only stared for a moment 

with her heart huge in her chest before she fled, before she left her mother there, 

alone.  

She pulls a clean shirt instead from her bag—one she makes sure 

matches her tiny shorts, her high7heels77and she slips it over her head, then 

combs her hair back into place with her fingers. She finds the make7up in her 

purse, dabs gloss on her lips, brushes her lashes with mascara.  

“Twenty7five cents.” The Colonel slides into the passenger seat, a cup of 

ice in his hand. “You could have gotten it for me at least.”  
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“I’ll do this.” Margaret wraps the ice inside a napkin, presses it to his cheek. 

The ice rapidly melts in the heat, and water drips from the napkin and wets his 

mouth, his lips slick and gleaming, and she kisses him. She would like to make 

love to him on her mother’s living room rug before they throw it out. She would 

like to see his limbs naked and smooth against the filthy square of green.  

He jerks away from her when she bumps accidentally against his cheek. 

“I’ll have a black eye,” he says.  

“Sit there, Colonel,” Margaret says. “Accuse me of something.”  

“That’s what I’m doing,” he says. “You’ve taken advantage of me,” he says.  

Margaret says, “True.” And it is, because she knew when she first met him 

that he would be different, not like the other men who did what they wanted. All 

those men that she has always forgiven, that she has taken back again and 

again and no matter that they stole her money, her heart. But not this one, this 

Colonel, a waiter she met at the diner across the street from the library. Alone at 

a table, Margaret’s eyes found his and though she was nervous, staring him 

down like that, she timed herself: 33 seconds and she kept her gaze steady. She 

pinched an asparagus between her fingers, waved it at him, spattering 

hollandaise across the table. “What a waiter you are,” she told him, and it was 

this: his reaction, how he was the first to look away, how he bowed low at her 

feet as he said, “I want only to serve you.”  

She thinks of him like that still, his sleepy eyes and big lazy hands, the 

slow drawl of his voice. She thinks of him always at night when, alone in her 

apartment, she lays quiet in bed, breathes the moist air in and out, chest swelling 

with both air and the thrill of him, the tall figure of a man and of all men, how 

beautiful they are, their bodies so much harder and longer than hers, so much 

more in earnest, their jaws clenched with concentration, sweat shining on their 

necks. She knows this already, that she will fall in love with him, like she did with 

all of them. But he is different and she will treat him like he is different; she will 

bring him home to her mother. So many men and never once has Margaret 

allowed her mother to meet them. And this one, so perfect for heavy work, lifting 

and hammering. He is just right, such a big strong man, tall and broad, thick 
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biceps popping beneath his sleeves. He can move a lot with those arms, can 

maybe lift the whole couch all by himself. With him in her mother’s home, she will 

get things done. But she won’t warn him about her mother’s hands. Let him 

regard her, let him see for himself the ruined fingers, the rumpled pink flesh, and 

Margaret will watch the reaction. 

The Colonel shakes ice into his mouth from the bottom of the cup, 

crunches, says, “You think you’re something, don’t you? Really something 

else.” 

She brings her fingers to her lips, blows him a kiss because she is 

something else, something different than he imagines.  

When they reach Hattiesburg they must drive another hour and half before 

they get to Jackson. On highway 49, they drive alongside the college, and there 

are college kids in cars beside them, boys in baseball hats in trucks, always boys 

in trucks here and Margaret sees herself, how she must look to them—a slim 

woman older than them but still young, hair blowing around her face, lips stuck 

out in a pout. She imagines that they fall in love with her right here on the 

highway. There are girls here too, crammed into two7door coupes, windows 

cracked and cigarettes between their lips, heads bobbing to blaring hip7hop. 

They are all dolled up and headed somewhere, their eyes darting over 

windshields and across each neighboring face. Margaret rolls down her window, 

does something she thinks is bold.   

 “We’d like to join you,” she yells at them. “We’d like to,” she says, “but 

we’ve got things to do.” The girls that she says this to roll their eyes, pucker their 

pretty mouths. One thrusts a skinny arm out a window and waves. Her mother 

would call it bad taste, this hollering at strangers on the highway.  

 “Stop that,” the Colonel says, and she would like for him to call her a spit 

fire, a real piece of work, but he says, “It hurts my head.”  

 By Magee, the swelling has stopped and the Colonel throws the cup of ice 

water out onto the highway.  

 “There’ll be ice in Jackson,” Margaret says.  

 “Don’t introduce me as the Colonel,” the Colonel says. “I’m not a Colonel.”  
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 “We can stop at the Exotic Zoo,” Margaret says, as if the idea has just 

occurred to her. But she has been planning it for a long while, since all the way 

back in Picayune. She likes the image of herself among wild things, tigers and 

leopards, reptiles. Maybe she will pet one; she will reach right through the fence, 

brush her fingers through fur. Or rub the snout of a crocodile, and the Colonel’s 

face, all wide7eyed surprise. What she won’t tell him is that she has never been 

bold enough to stop there all alone, though she has passed it time and again, 

always on her way back to Jackson. Each time she passes, she slows, stares at 

the tall wooden fence, the painted green letters advertising cheetahs and 

leopards and pythons. ����������� �	����
� !	��"�#�"�������  

“I’m in no shape for it,” the Colonel says. His cheek is red and too shiny, 

the skin puffed and purple in one spot, the place where she sliced him with her 

ring. And all because he asked why she called him Colonel. “Because you’re 

tough,” she said, and hit him to prove it. He is right; it was unprovoked.  

 “They have panthers,” Margaret says. “Black ones. And once,” she says, 

“one escaped. It climbed right over the fence in the middle of the night.”   

“I’d like to see a panther,” the Colonel says.  

 “It killed a bunch of kids around here,” Margaret says. “They’d find the 

bodies in the morning, all chewed up, and then they’d have to call the parents 

and explain to them what it was. I read about it.” But really she heard it from the 

women at the library, where she hears many things. The librarians, her bosses, 

are always talking, talking, always sharing bits of information among the rows of 

books. They talk in stage whispers, their hands cupped to their mouths, backs tall 

and their posture upright as they describe in vivid language the accidents, 

murders, the mangled bodies of teenagers found in the woods, in ditches beside 

the road. And always now Margaret is reminded of her mother—the image so 

often in her mind, blood all over and her mother’s hands wet and thick with it, her 

once beautiful hands, the long fingers and smooth skin both sliced to ribbons. 

Defense wounds, police called them and though she tries hard not to, tries so 

hard that her legs twitch and want to run, Margaret always pictures her mother 

fighting, her small body coiled and tense beneath the attacker’s, fingernails 
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clawing at his face. He was no one, a man who dated her mother for a few 

months, who shared her bed and met Margaret on a weekend when they ate ice 

cream on the front porch. He had a string of ex7wives and came from somewhere 

else, and they never caught him because he was no one at all.    

The clock on the dash says eight p.m. Margaret has told her mother that 

she will be in Jackson by half past nine and really there is no time to stop. But 

she is determined to dazzle the Colonel by her easy interaction with savage 

beasts. She could wrap a snake around her shoulders, wear it like a shawl.  

When they pull off the highway, the place is lit up, a few cars in the gravel 

lot and the gate propped open with a stone lion.  

 “Bet they don’t have lions,” the Colonel says.  

 Just inside the gate is a ticket booth and no one behind the counter. A 

sign says six dollars for adults, eight if you want the guided tour. There is a smell 

here, the scent of animals, wild like sweat and heat, burning wood. Margaret 

listens for the screech of exotic birds, the roar of a leopard, but she hears only 

the slow drone of frogs, the swell of crickets, the rhythmic rise and fall that 

follows her, always, up and down the highway.  

She props her elbows on the counter and her arm touches the Colonel’s, 

who looms next to her, as tall as the booth itself. She tips her face up to him, all 

the way up. She wants to hit him again, right in the same spot on his cheek and 

maybe this would provoke him, make him shove her to the ground. She imagines 

a struggle, the hiss of his breath and hers, their bodies balled up together in this 

exotic backyard. They stand there for a moment in quiet, except for the frogs and 

bugs, the rumble of a passing car.  

And then a man pops up behind the counter, out of nowhere, the ticket 

teller.  He stares at them, eyes big and round in the dark, and he thrusts his hand 

out. In his palm is a sliver of something brown, something curved and sharp. 

“Cat’s claw,” he says. He pinches it between a finger and thumb, holds it so that 

the sharp tip points up at Margaret. “They’re always breaking them off.” He is not 

a large man, but long and thin. Young too, Margaret thinks, maybe younger than 

herself, not yet thirty. A mere baby, really, this scrap of a man with a patch of 
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dark stubble that covers his chin, his upper lip. His hair is blacker than any she 

has seen and it juts in stiff points from his scalp, shaped with some kind of goo.  

“Is it a panther’s?” Margaret says. She touches the claw, feels it prick the 

rough skin at the tip of her finger.  

“A serval’s, looks like,” he says. He motions with the claw at the sign 

above his head. “You want the guided tour,” he says.   

  The Colonel pays for them both and the man leads them down a path, 

through another tall wooden gate. He walks ahead of them, his narrow shoulders 

hunched forward, the ripple of his spine visible through his thin shirt. Margaret 

watches him stuff the cat’s claw into the back pocket of his jeans.  

“Are you the zookeeper?” Margaret says. It is a word she cannot 

remember using before, and she likes the sound of it, how it buzzes around in 

her mouth. Something about the Z, the way it tickles behind her teeth.  

“I’m Gabe,” he says. “I’m the guide.”   

“You own this place?” the Colonel says.  

 Gabe stops and twists his neck around to the Colonel. It is dark, too dark 

with all the tees blocking the moon, and Gabe’s black hair blends with the black 

night, his face white and floating like a balloon in the path ahead. “Zookeepers 

don’t keep shit,” he says.  

Margaret reaches for the Colonel’s hand, curls her fingers through his. 

Something about Gabe, the way his head tilts to one side, the sharp angles of his 

body—he is familiar to Margaret, like she knows him already, like there is a 

history between them that she cannot remember. She stares at him hard, and he 

is staring at the Colonel.  

“What happened to your face?” Gabe says.  

“Big fucking parrot,” the Colonel says.  

“Not a parrot.” Margaret squeezes the Colonel’s hand. “A gull, down 

south.”  

Gabe says, “Sure,” and they move on. The place is empty; they are the 

only ones here. It seems to Margaret that they walk for a long time without seeing 



�

����

anything. But she can hear them now, the animals in the dark, the cry of 

something winged and the rustle of branches.  

“Where are they?” she says. The path is really only a beaten trail of flat 

grass, and the skinny points of her heels sink into the soft dirt; her bare legs itch 

with sweat. The Colonel’s hand swallows her own, his big fleshy palm sweating 

into hers.   

“We keep them a good ways from the road,” Gabe says. His voice trails 

back at her, and again the déjà vu, like she has heard this voice saying more 

important things than this, like she has heard it cracked with emotion, loud in her 

ear. She wants him to say her name, $�������. She has always loved her name, 

the formality of it and she wants to hear it now, out of the mouth of this man, 

tossed wildly into the dark.   

Finally, a glow of light, and a chain link fence—their first cage. Margaret 

hears the pant of a heavy animal, the slap of paws on grass.  

“They’ll come right up to the fence,” Gabe says. “Cheetahs.” He points to a 

netting of ropes woven over the top of the cage. “They jump, so there’s 

precautions.”  

There are lights high above on poles, and the cheetah, to Margaret, 

seems small, picking its way with dainty paws through mud and tall grass. Its 

mouth is open, tongue curled up, big canines showing as it paces beside them, 

so close that its fur grazes the fence. It makes a noise deep in its throat with 

each step.  

“Goddamn,” the Colonel says.  

“Her name’s Shirley,” Gabe says. “Rescued from a man’s home barely a 

year ago.” 

Margaret reaches for the fence to touch Shirley’s fur, but Gabe grabs her 

by the upper arm. His fingers pinch into her flesh and without thinking, she jerks 

away from him, stumbles back, into the Colonel.  

“No touching,” Gabe says.  
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The Colonel’s big hands wrap around her shoulders. Margaret rubs her 

arm where Gabe has pinched her and thinks how she will touch something, one 

of them while his back is turned.  

They all have their stories, every animal in the place. Gabe recites them 

as they move from cage to cage—a python curled behind glass, a whole family of 

chattering monkeys, a hyena with a snapping mouth and an ugly, spotted hide. 

When they have reached the last site, a leopard named Molly that Gabe leads 

out of the cage with a chain, Margaret says, “Where are the panthers?”  

“No panthers,” Gabe says. The leopard stretches on its side in the grass 

at his feet. Gabe holds the chain in his fist and slides the fingers of his other hand 

into his back pocket, pulls out the cat’s claw. He twirls it between a finger and 

thumb.  

“Your sign out front says panthers,” Margaret says.  

“You know,” Gabe says, “when a panther roars, it sounds like a woman 

screaming.” He taps his throat with the tip of the claw, runs it down his flesh all 

the way to his collar bone. He must be pressing hard, because even in the dark 

Margaret can see where the claw scratches him—a skinny streak of red down his 

neck. “Did you know that?” he says. “What’s your name again?”  

“Margaret,” Margaret says. The Colonel shifts his weight from one foot to 

the other, beside her.  

“Margaret,” Gabe says, and it sounds different than she imagined, shriller, 

more feminine and somehow better suited to him, as if his earlier voice was a not 

his at all but an imitation of someone bigger, older. “A man broke in here and 

stole our panther, Margaret.”  

“The papers said it escaped,” Margaret says.  

“No one can tell,” Gabe says. “And truth is, no one missed it. All that 

hollering, and you can’t help thinking about a woman out there screaming her 

head off, even when you’ve heard it a million times.” The claw slips from his 

fingers, lands in the grass and immediately the leopard pounces on it. Gabe 

wraps both hands around the chain and yanks, snapping its head back. He drags 

it across the grass, back to its cage. It is a big animal and probably strong; 
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Margaret is surprised at what Gabe’s skinny arms can do, handling it with so little 

effort. He pinches the fur at its neck with one hand, uses the other to shove it 

back into its cage.  

When he has locked the cage behind him, Gabe stoops and bats his 

hands through the grass, searching for the claw. It takes him longer than it 

should to find it; it is right there, right at his feet, and Margaret crouches, grabs it 

herself. Both squatting, they are now eye to eye and his are big and very light7

colored, the lashes long and girlish. Up close, he is baby7faced, a sweetheart 

with his plump red mouth, freckles dotted across his white skin. He is so familiar 

that she knows she must have seen him somewhere before. She cups the claw 

in her palm and holds it out to him.  

“Imagine it,” Gabe says into her face. “All that screaming, fucking 

screaming like a woman being murdered, and on and on until you want go out 

there and shut it up for good.”  It is hotter here on the ground. Gabe’s forehead 

shines with sweat, and before she knows it Margaret runs the back of her hand 

across his forehead and she feels the wet, and how warm and soft he is.  

“Where have I met you before?” she says.  

“Everywhere.” His breath is hot in her face, his eyes so close that they 

seem only giant black pupils, rounder and rounder and then, “You’ve met me all 

over,” he says, and he winks. “I’m a dime a dozen.”  

Back on highway 49 with the Colonel, Margaret speeds fast toward 

Jackson. It is late now, almost ten already, and her mother will soon go to bed. 

The medication makes her sleepy77so many pills and Margaret hates the sound 

of them, the rattle as her mother slides each bottle into the cabinet above the 

dishwasher, the snap of the lids as she pops them open at breakfast, at lunch 

and at bedtime, three times a day and not once does she ever forget. One for 

anxiety; one for pain; a muscle relaxant and an anti7depressant. Sometimes, 

Margaret sneaks some of the pills for herself. She took three of them together 

last time she visited and the combination made her giddy and stupid. She 

stumbled down the hall to her mother’s bedroom, flung the door open and said, 

“Get up, woman. It makes no sense.”  
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Because she can never understand, even now, why her mother keeps it 

the same77same locks on the doors, same décor in the living room except for the 

things the man smashed, like the bowl Margaret made in pottery class that sat 

always on the coffee table and that he shattered against a wall. But minus this 

and a few other things, the room looks like it always has, down to the carpet. 

Same green square that her mother bled all over, clean now but Margaret cannot 

help staring at it every time, cannot help but see stains that have been long 

scrubbed away. This time, when she gets there with the Colonel, she will tear it 

up with her hands, shred it with her teeth. She will strip that carpet and the whole 

floor down to nothing, and somehow she is thinking again of Gabe, of his pretty 

hands and smooth neck. She can feel him, can feel everything; her whole body is 

wide awake, her skin damp beneath her shorts, between her thighs. She 

wonders if he is thinking of her, like she is thinking of him. She wonders where he 

came from suddenly, out of nowhere.  

“Slow down,” the Colonel says. “Nothing’s chasing us.”  

Even close to Jackson, they are in what is really a forest held barely at 

bay by roads. The highway cuts through a mass of trees that grow so thick 

together Margaret can never see what’s beyond them. And could be that nothing 

is beyond them but more of the same, tree after tree after tree all the way to 

Alabama. No one can tell.  

Ahead of them is a bridge that crosses over the highway, an ugly, metal 

bridge brightened with graffiti. Margaret has seen it time and again and always 

finds something new, a different name, an obscenity, a poem. Tonight, scrawled 

in fresh red is a glaring message: �		�#	%%��
�����	
.  

“Do you think,” Margaret says, pointing, “that really he knows already?”  

The Colonel says, “You should watch the road.”   

Past Richland, they finally leave 49 behind. Jackson is just ahead and now, 

she does slow down. Not because he asked her to but because, so close and 

almost there, she no longer knows what she is doing, bringing this man 

unannounced to her mother’s home, this man she barely knows and so much 
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bigger than both she and her mother put together. If she brings anyone at all, it 

should be someone who takes up less space, like Gabe.  

She slams the breaks when the car in front of her slows. A horn blares 

from behind. There is more traffic here than anywhere; it is Friday night after all. 

She can still back out, can still change her plans. She can take him somewhere 

else, to the blues bar that only opens after midnight, that serves barbeque and 

features live music—three men with guitars and saxes, and many different plump 

women that sing from deep in their bellies, their voices booming out of wide red 

mouths, teeth white and flashing. She could take him there, both of them made 

unimportant by the crowd, their backs pressed to the wall and the thick mass of 

bodies swaying, close all around.  

“The great metropolis,” the Colonel says. He waves a hand at Jackson, 

the lights and concrete and buildings, pine trees sprouting wherever they can. 

The roads are rough here and the car bounces over cracked pavement and 

potholes. Inside, the Colonel’s head hits the roof of the car. He throws his arms 

up and crouches in his seat. “There’ll be nothing left of me,” he says. “Goddamn.”  

They are in her mother’s neighborhood now, same neighborhood since 

forever, since Margaret was born. And although the neighbors themselves have 

changed, all the childhood friends of Margaret’s gone now to the suburbs and 

their parents gone too, and although the houses have grown older and gaudier, 

some painted lime green or bright gold, her mother will never move. When 

Margaret pulls into the driveway, there she is, sitting like she always has on the 

front porch, a tall glass in her hand, long sleeves of her blouse fluttering in the 

wind and her hair dark and wild and loose over her shoulders.   

 “Come on and hug me,” she says when Margaret opens the car door. The 

Colonel waits in the passenger seat until Margaret waves him out. He has to 

squeeze his shoulders together, has to make himself narrower just to duck onto 

the driveway and standing now, he is huge and bigger than ever against the tiny 

car. She takes his hand and leads him to the porch, to her mother. She has a 

plan, has had a plan since they left Wiggins. She will put him to work, make him 

help, force her mother to interact and now that they are here, she will embrace 
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her plan, make a show of it. She brings his hand up to her lips and kisses him. 

“This is the Colonel,” she says.  

Her mother says, “You’ve brought me a guest.” She tips her chair back to 

look up at the Colonel. Out here, it is dark, the porch light turned off and several 

candles lit, light flickering from the wind. Her mother tugs her sleeves over her 

hands, balancing the glass in her lap. “Aren’t you cute,” she says.  

“I’m not a Colonel,” says the Colonel.  

“That’s fine.” She smiles up at him. She is a bony woman and olive7

skinned, her hair just beginning to gray. Her face, though also bony, is still 

smooth and attractive, always skillfully made up, eyes lined in black, lips painted 

a deep red. She brings the glass to her lips and her sleeve falls back from her 

thin wrist, her hand now exposed. Even in the dim light, Margaret sees the scars, 

the fingers disfigured and ugly, flesh bunched around the knuckles. But the 

Colonel has not yet noticed. He is staring, instead, at her mother’s hair, that long, 

long hair that curls wildly around her face and down her back.  

“I’m not always a good cook,” her mother says. “Has Margaret told you? 

The food’s been ready for over an hour, and now, Mr. Colonel, you’ll have to eat 

it.” 

“Call me Dan,” he says. “I prefer Dan.”  

Inside, while her mother prepares the table, Margaret gives the Colonel a 

tour of the house. In the living room, she is careful to point out each flaw, the 

places where paint has chipped away, a spot of water damage on the paneling, 

every snag in the thick green rug. When she can find nothing else, she leads him 

down the hall where the walls are decorated with Margaret’s baby pictures, so 

many that she feels often embarrassed by their number. And then she shows the 

Colonel her old bedroom. High school posters on the walls, pictures of friends 

long gone from her life and Margaret as a pre7teen with jagged bangs and a 

mouth big on her face, arms like white sticks and all her limbs too long for her 

body. Above her bed is a shelf filled with porcelain dolls, a whole row of them in 

stiff, bright dresses, one after the other, and on her old desk is a display of 

corsages, their flowers crisp and brown. These are from every high school dance, 



�

����

each one from a different boy and Margaret has aligned them according to 

favorites, so that her favorite boy’s corsage77sweet Jake, sophomore year and 

she still remembers his wide smile, how he tasted like the whiskey they hid in a 

flask77comes last in line.  

But before Margaret has shown the Colonel all that she wants to, he says, 

“We should help your mother.” And he leaves, so that she has to follow. The 

kitchen is bright and her mother’s sleeves are rolled back, hands moving 

carefully among the dishes. The fingers of her right hand got the worst of it. She 

wore a cast for two months with wires attached to each finger, tight wires that 

kept the fingers in place. And when the stitches came out, she had to work every 

day with a physical therapist just to curl her fingers into a fist. But “no bad without 

some good,” she had told Margaret, flexing her left hand, stronger now that she 

is forced to use it more than the right. But she can’t use either as expertly as she 

once had, and in the light of the kitchen, the Colonel must notice them, all the 

deep scars that cut across the otherwise smooth skin. For a moment Margaret 

thinks he does notice; his eyes stop on her mother’s fingers, clutched around a 

handful of silverware. But he takes the forks from her outstretched hand, and his 

expression does not change, not even when her mother touches his cheek with 

her finger.  

“What happened to your face, Dan?” she says.  

“An eagle,” Margaret says. “It came out of nowhere.”  

“No, no.” His eyes flit across the kitchen, to Margaret, then he bows his 

head close to her mother’s face. “She didn’t mean to,” he says. “She was playing 

around.”  

“Here.” Her mother opens a cabinet above her head, finds the peroxide 

and dabs it on a rag. She holds it to his cheek. “It stings, I know.” The Colonel 

stands above her mother with the forks still in his fist and he closes his eyes 

when she runs her thumb down the bridge of his nose. “Brave man,” she says, 

and his lips twitch for a moment; his jaw tightens. It is what she has always done 

with the men around her. Touched them, made them important. She has always 

had the knack for it, the natural easiness with men that some women have. And 
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the men have always responded. Margaret remembers them still, all of her 

mother’s lovers—Billy, a man ten years younger than her mother who lived with 

them for two months, and after him, a man named Aaron with very tan skin, good 

with tools, who built Margaret her own walk7in closet. And then there were two 

divorcees and a number of gray7haired bachelors that her mother dated, 

sometimes more than one at a time, and Margaret would stretch across her 

mother’s bed and watch her dress for her many dates, watch her smooth lotion 

over her legs, powder her face and her chest, curl and spray her hair so that it fell 

down her back in thick waves. So beautiful and Margaret loved to look at her 

back then, loved to lay her head in her mother’s lap, to feel her mother’s hands in 

her hair.  

She can never look at her now without seeing her two ways at once: the 

woman she was then and the other one, the one broken and ruined and not like 

her mother at all, so unlike her that Margaret at first thought it was someone else, 

a strange lady who had taken refuge in their home, who had passed out naked 

and bloody on their living room floor. But there was enough time to recognize the 

mass of dark hair that rippled, still beautiful, over the carpet, a second when 

Margaret understood what had happened, when it flashed before her and this 

was ��� mother, her own mother and then she was running for the front door. 

She was out onto the porch and somehow huddled in her car, legs bunched 

against the steering wheel. She can never remember how long she stayed there 

in the driveway, her knuckles shoved into her mouth and her mind grasping for 

something else, the heat, the noisy rasp of her own breath that came fast and 

harsh through her nose.  

Over dinner, her mother says to the Colonel, “You could be a colonel. You 

look like a colonel.”  

“I’m a waiter,” he says. He holds a plate high above his head as he says 

this, then swoops his arm down to set the plate in front of her mother. She claps 

her palms together and reaches across the table, taps Margaret’s wrist with a 

finger. “Lucky you,” she says.  

“Yes,” Margaret says.  
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Her mother says, “Isn’t this nice? Isn’t it nice to have a guest?” She 

spoons potatoes onto her plate. All those men in her past and now only pills, too 

many pills like the too many men that took everything out of her, that left her 

exhausted, that left nothing for Margaret herself.  

 After dinner, her mother sends them into the living room while she 

prepares the coffee. Margaret sits on the couch beside the Colonel, and he 

presses his lips close so that his breath tickles her ear when he says, “Your 

mother’s really something.”  

 “Her?” Margaret says. “She’s on drugs.”  

 “You look just like her,” he says.  

 “Shut up, Colonel.”   

 “Are you going to hit me?”  

 Margaret kicks her heels off, one of them tumbling across the room and 

landing in the center of the carpet, the sea of green fuzz her mother loves so 

much. “It’s expensive, Darling,” she had said. “You understand. No reason to 

lose a good thing, because of one bad night and one bad man.” But these were 

the pills talking, the pills that make her forgive. Like she has forgiven Margaret 

herself, though Margaret has never confessed and her mother has forgiven her 

all the same.  “Oh �	�,” her mother said. “You live your life, like a woman should. 

You live your life on your own.”  

 Her mother brings the coffee on a big silver tray. They sip and Margaret 

listens to them, each showing off for the other, her mother tilting her head to the 

Colonel, calling him Dan in her low, lovely voice. And the Colonel, his back tall, 

hands propped on his knees. With each Dan he leans in, closer and closer to her 

mother’s chair.  

“Beautiful house,” he says, motioning at the couches covered in a plaid 

seventies print. Everything here is seventies—yellow curtains and tweed 

cushions, fake wood paneling on the walls. “You belong here.”  

 “I haven’t changed it in years,” her mother says. “Maybe it could use 

some jazzing up.” She sips, stares at him over the rim of her cup.  

Margaret says, “It could. It could use some jazzing up.”  
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“But I’ll tell you, Dan,” her mother says. “I like it as it is.” She swings her 

foot, the motion drawing attention to her legs, long and bare from the knee down 

beneath her skirt. She is awake, truly awake, her eyes wide and alert, her hands 

more restless than Margaret has seen them since the many corrective surgeries 

that make them stiff and sore. Not tonight, because Margaret watches her grasp 

at the hem of her skirt, brush hair away from her forehead, tap the sharp point of 

her collar bone, and all of it is familiar. Margaret has seen it before, can predict 

what will happen next. Her mother will not go to bed so soon after all. There will 

be dessert after coffee, and then cocktails. There will be seduction: dancing to 

the music from the stereo, candle light, the faint masculine scent of the incense 

her mother will light after smoking a cigarette with her wine. There will be this, 

and Margaret not a part of it, only useful in that if all else fails, the two of them 

can talk about her: common ground.  

The Colonel, animated now, rises from the couch, walks to the middle of 

the room. “One day,” he says, “I’ll own my own diner and I’ll serve only crepes.” 

He bounces up and down on the balls of his feet. “All kinds of crepes, cheese 

and fruit and chocolate and the customers can build their own combination from 

a big buffet.” It is the first Margaret has heard of it, his plan for the future.  

“Isn’t that something, Dan? I bet no one’s thought of it before.” Her mother 

shakes her head, back and forth so that her hair flutters around her face. “I would 

eat there, that’s certain. Wouldn’t you eat there, Margaret?”  

Margaret thinks: Why did I bring him? She tells herself it is what she 

wanted. She tells herself that this, truly, was her plan, that it has turned out just 

as she hoped. Her mother has always come alive in the presence of men, and 

the Colonel has brought her out somehow. But listening to him, to his plans for 

the future, to the lilt of his voice that is deeper with her mother, Margaret 

understands all at once that it makes no sense. He has done nothing. She sees 

the three of them there, as if detached from it, the two women, one older and one 

younger and both with legs crossed like ladies, both with bodies bent toward the 

ridiculous figure of the man who stands between them.  

“Ridiculous,” Margaret says out loud.  
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“Margaret,” her mother says. “Don’t interrupt your guest.”  

Margaret jumps from the couch, throws her hands up. “Tomorrow,” she 

says, “you’re going to wake up and that carpet will be gone. We’re going to get 

rid of the filthy thing for you.”  

“That’s my good carpet,” her mother says. “I’ve told you. Don’t you touch 

my carpet, Magaret.”  

 Margaret does not answer. She takes the Colonel’s empty coffee cup from 

his hand, then her mother’s, her own, places them all on the tray. She walks with 

the tray into the kitchen, sets it on the counter and rinses each cup in the sink. 

The sound of the water drowns out their voices and when she turns the faucet off, 

she can hear them again, still talking. While they talk, she slips out of the kitchen, 

into the tiny dining room that adjoins the kitchens, then into the foyer. Her feet 

are bare; her shoes are back on the living room rug and she will have to leave 

them behind. She opens the front door slowly, twisting the knob little by little, and 

when she steps onto the porch, she pauses, waits for one of them to notice. She 

waits, and the rhythm of their voices does not change: talking, talking, laughing, 

talking. Margaret closes the door behind her, tiptoes over the porch and through 

the yard.  

 Back on highway 49, she snaps the radio off and drives in silence. When 

she stops for gas, an old man in a baseball cap and a belly that jiggles beneath 

his shirt scolds her for walking around barefoot. “Germs all over that floor,” he 

says, pointing to the dirty linoleum. “Young lady,” he says, “you don’t want to 

know what people drag in here.”  

 “Yes, I do,” Margaret says. “Tell me about it.”  

 He blinks at her from behind the counter, then hands her a receipt. “It’s not 

suitable for ladies,” he says.  

When she reaches Magee, when she reaches the zoo, she pulls the car 

into the empty gravel lot. When she steps out, the gravel cuts her bare feet and 

she walks around to the hood of her car, sits with her legs drawn up to her chest. 

It is far past midnight now and quiet, too hot. A bird screeches somewhere 

nearby, something exotic that does not belong here. The sound cuts through the 
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dark, and Margaret throws her head back, imitates it, a thin warble that becomes 

a scream. There is a lot in her, so much more than this and when she runs out of 

air, she sucks in her breath and shrieks again, over and over until her throat is 

raw. She knows it is nothing, all this noise and hot breath. She knows she is 

ridiculous, bunched up on the hood of her car, yelling into the night. But she will 

keep screaming. She will holler her head off like a woman being murdered 

because sooner or later, Gabe will come out from wherever he has gone. He will 

come out there and shut her up.  
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Milla hears the news from Thomas, that the Widow Sunday has gone up 

to Jackson to have her horn removed, a surgical procedure rarely attempted in 

Mississippi. Milla listens, perched on the wooden railing of her back porch. Her 

legs hang, white in sunlight, one heel drumming against lattice below. She tilts 

her chin up to a broken ceiling fan, to wisps of cobwebs gathered between the 

blades, and she plans how she will steal the horn once the Widow has brought it 

back, unattached.  

“It took a whole team of doctors,” Thomas says. “You should of seen it, all 

over the news up there.” He showed up on the porch this morning, the first time 

he has come here in the weeks since her father left, since the whole house 

became only Milla’s, nothing to ramble through rooms but her own skinny legs, 

her own fingers to sweep across bookshelves, to trail paths in layers of dust. 

“I’ll bet,” Milla says, “she’ll keep the horn.” She points across the yard at 

the hill that blocks the Widow’s house from her own. To see the house, Milla 

must climb the hill, and then its big gray back emerges more and more—the 

edge of a roof, a window snaked with ivy so thick that Milla, when she tries, can 

never make out much inside.  

“The doctors will take it from her,” Thomas says. “They’ll ship it off 

somewhere like Birmingham.”  

“It’s hers,” Milla says. “She’s got a right to bring it here.” She tells herself 

that she too has a right77the right to steal it because she has always understood 

these things, horns, disfigurements and the like. The wood is hot beneath her 

thighs and she arcs her back, throws her shoulders open to Thomas, who stands 

above. She imagines the horn, swaddled in cloth at the bottom of Widow’s 

suitcase, or boxed up in tissue like a present, propped in Widow’s lap for the 

drive home. It was a thick five inches before the Widow left for surgery, a 

yellowish stalk in the center of her forehead that curved down toward her nose. It 

started as something nubbish, like a cyst or a small bone. She was not a widow 
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back then; when it started she was not yet middle7aged. Even now, Widow is 

only sixty, but thirty years older than Milla herself and as a child, Milla bought 

with her father’s money the fat bread rolls, home7made, that Widow sold with the 

other Catholic ladies, a wide straw hat jammed on her head to hide what 

everyone knew was there. She has lived next to Milla for as long as Milla can 

remember, before Milla’s mother left town, before her father went off to Whitfield, 

the mental institution up in Jackson. Voluntary commitment that, for all Milla can 

tell, will continue for years.  

Thomas leans with his back against the wooden railing, beside her. He 

presses a hand on her thigh just beneath the hem of her shorts, and his palm is 

damp against her skin. “What do you want with a horn?” he says.  

She stares straight ahead and not at all down at the hand on her thigh. 

She is conscious of her knee twitching involuntarily, conscious of her course skin 

and how it must feel to him, all angle and bone. She has the sudden fear that her 

knee will pop up against her will, smash him right in the face.  

He takes his hand away—and how to answer? How to explain to someone 

who, like her, has lived here all his life and should already understand? It was 

with him that, years ago as a child, she snuck into the Widow’s house, with him 

that she crept all over the bottom floor. Together they searched the Widow’s 

rooms; they ran their palms over the slick wood tables, behind them, narrow 

hallways that stretched on and on and disappeared into black. And the walls 

there, everywhere papered in brown flowers—crisp and real, dried upside down 

and pasted on by Widow’s quick hands, her smooth pink fingers.    

She curves her throat up to him. “A horn is a rare thing, Thomas,” she 

says. “Really something.”  A good way of putting it, she thinks, because it is 

something—a thing that for so many years was always there, always topic of 

conversation, an extension of the whole place and everyone in it. “What makes 

us different,” her father always said. “And we live right next to that woman, right 

behind her house.” It was her father’s obsession, and then hers too, the horn and 

all deformities. Books and books of deformities piled on her father’s desk, books 

that he left behind, and she has poured over them again and again77the glossy 
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photos of men and women born limbless, two7headed babies, soldiers exposed 

to nerve gas, their noses twisted to one side, muscles drawn severely down as if 

stretched by wire.  

If only she can get the horn77she thinks how she will hold it in her fist, the 

smooth curve of bone, hollow like blown glass, its point pricking her palm. It will 

be hers only and she will not share it with her father because her father is gone, 

and not with her mother because her mother is gone too, gone even before her 

father. Both gone and now there is only Thomas and sometimes there is not 

even him.  

Propped against the wooden railing, arms folded over his chest, he says, 

“If it’s rare, Widow will want it herself. And she’ll take care not to leave it where 

anyone can get it.” His hair clumps over his forehead, oily black, sticky, Milla 

thinks, if she touched it, if she pulled the tacky curls through her fingers.  

“Know what I think?” she says. “That you’re going to help me steal it.”   

“Why should I?” His face hangs just above, and she finds the flaws there, 

the pock marks on the forehead, the splotch of red on the line of his jaw that is 

there, always, every time she looks.  

 “You have nothing else,” Milla says. “Not one thing else, nothing to do. So 

you’ll help.”  

“I have other things,” Thomas says.   

“What things?” she says. “What do you have, Thomas?” But she knows 

that he does have things, things he will not share. He has his job as manager of 

a hardware store. He has his hopes too, pinned on running the new branch in 

Jackson. He travels at least three times every month up there on business. What 

he does there, how he occupies his time, Milla does not know. In her mind, a 

flash of rooms clouded in smoke and the deep slur of men’s voices, the slap of 

palms against tables. Sometimes, her father there as well, the circle of his face 

bathed in the green light of a bar lamp, and Thomas just beside77a flush of cheek 

and lip egging him on.  
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“Think of it,” Milla says to Thomas. “You can take the horn up to Jackson, 

show it off. You can take me too and we’ll go all over with it. We’ll charge people 

to see it and we could make a fortune, I’ll bet.”  

“If I take you,” he says, “where would I put you?”  

“Wherever you put yourself. Stash me where you want,” she says. “I won’t 

annoy you.”  Because he wouldn’t want to show her off too. She is not worth 

showing, she knows.  

Thomas only looks at her, a corner of his mouth curled up, a half7smile. 

She has not seen him in weeks, but he always the same—the flap of black hair 

over one pale eye, white cheeks, collar bone so sharp it seems about to pierce 

through his skin. She ran from him as a child, came out nights to hide behind tree 

trunks, her arms clapped at her sides. They spent whole summers this way, an 

ongoing hide7and7seek in the night. She roamed over every neighbor’s yard in 

that part of town, and she learned them all, their angles and the dark spots, the 

places that sucked her in, swallowed her whole body in shadow. Thomas knew 

these places too, and back and forth they searched the lawns and all of the 

ditches and the bald dirt trails that glowed, bare in moonlight, and that led 

eventually to nowhere, to the wooden back of a neighboring fence, to a black 

tower of vines and trees. They might have kept going, could have broken through 

but to them this was it, everything, and there was nothing beyond.  

In her parents’ room there are double French doors that open onto a small 

balcony. From here, Milla watches the street below. The Widow came back from 

Jackson this morning, Thomas had said.  

“She’s hornless,” he said. “They saw her on the way to mass.”  

“Who? Who saw her?” This was on the phone, Milla still in bed, a thin 

sheet pulled to her neck. “You?” 

“Not me. But I heard enough about it,” Thomas said, “to see it clear in my 

mind.” But Milla had hung up before he could describe it to her, had flung the 

sheets away, skidded in her bare feet across the wood floor, down the hall to her 

parents’ bedroom and the balcony where she can see the street. Widow will pass 

this way when she comes back from mass. She always passes this way—in the 
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past, Milla’s father calling for her to come see, to have another look at Widow’s 

car, the sticker on the bumper &����	��'�(������(��������������	���������"��

���� and Widow behind the wheel, sometimes alone, or sometimes with one of the 

Catholic ladies, both of them white7gloved and flower7hatted. Milla waits this 

morning to see it again, the car and the woman and this time, all of it different 

without the horn flopping out of Widow’s hat like a part of the hat itself, some 

elaborate ornament done up over her forehead.  

At eleven o’clock there are still thirty minutes before mass will end. Milla 

returns to the inside of the room, leaving the balcony doors open behind her. The 

room is crammed with the furniture, the clothes and shoes, stacks of records, 

photos and all the other items that her parents have left behind, and as Milla 

waits, she finds reasons for touching these things, more and more. The perfume 

bottles and silver combs of her mother’s must be polished, and she finds a rag in 

the bathroom, wipes down the tall oval mirror of the vanity, the framed picture of 

her father as a seven year7old, his face freckled and burnt and fat with childhood. 

One of his books lies on the vanity as well77perhaps the one he had been reading 

when he snapped, suddenly, after he heard from friends in Memphis that her 

mother had taken up with a college boy up there. A good7looking boy, Milla 

imagines him, with a sulking mouth and a baseball cap pulled low on his 

forehead. The kind of boy attracted to aggressive beauty, like her mother’s. The 

kind too that wouldn’t look at Milla herself, that would pass her in the street 

without seeing her at all.  

Milla runs her finger along the book’s shiny jacket—)��	����	��*����"�

$�����	�. She flips through the pages, finds the one with the edge folded back—

her father never bothered with book marks. This is where he stopped, on a 

polydactyl woman, her hand held high and the six fingers spread wide, each 

fingernail polished a bright pink. Milla turns the page, then again, page after page. 

She could take it to her father at Whitfield, an empty book. She could tell him how 

she ripped each page from the spine while sprawled on his bed, how she tore 

them all into bits, every book in the house. She could tell him this, though none of 

it would be true.   
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She takes the book out onto the balcony and is flipping through it still 

when Widow’s long gray Buick rumbles up the street. Milla pauses, book still in 

hand. There is a stop sign just past Milla’s house, and Widow’s car slows as it 

approaches. The sun throws a glare across the windshield. Milla can see nothing 

of the Widow inside. The car will soon be gone and she must stop the car and 

before she knows it, she is leaning far out over the railing, waving her arms. 

“Hello!” she shouts. “Good to see you! Hello!”  

The car moves on and so Milla flings the book over the balcony. It lands 

on the grass, far short of the street, but the movement has caught the Widow’s 

attention. The car stops; the window rolls down and for a moment Milla finds 

Widow, her profile, naked now, nothing save for the mild slope of her nose, the 

jut of her bottom lip that Milla notices for the first time, horn gone. Widow tips her 

chin up to the balcony, her face a bright circle floating below. They look right at 

one another, Milla saying, “Christ, Christ, Christ” and waving her hands in 

greeting. Widow raises her own gloved hand, waves back.  

Suddenly, Milla is glad that her father is gone, glad that he has missed 

this77Widow’s forehead wrapped in gauze, the one square in the center, glaringly 

white. A clean empty square and a damn shame, her father would say, to take 

from the woman what nature had given her. As a child, Milla spent hours with her 

father, sprawled on the rug in the den, books passing from his hands into hers. 

“Look here,” he would say, tapping a page, “a fetus with pointed ears, like the 

devil.” And Milla would peer over his shoulder at these images, would remember 

them later, most of them in black and white, unnaturally shiny, and she would 

sketch crude copies of them during school, never as horrific as the originals 

themselves.  

She could never get the horn right especially, could never capture the 

curve of it, not really a curve so much as a drop, like gravity had pulled it down, 

down. And she wonders now if someday it would have grown all the way down to 

Widow’s feet, if it would have curled between her legs to drag behind her in the 

grass. She will never know and Widow will never know and Milla waits there, on 

the balcony, long after her car has disappeared. She waits there and she props 
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her arms on the railing, stares down at her father’s book where it lies in the grass. 

The sun beats against her arms and face and, sweating and exhausted, she 

stumbles inside; she falls on her back onto her parents’ bed and balls her hand 

into a fist that she presses against her damp forehead.  

Thomas is a fool to argue with her, a fool to say that it could ruin him. 

What is there to ruin? Milla asks him this as they crouch outside a window in front 

of Widow’s house.  

“I won’t go in,” Thomas says. “I’m here to watch only.”  

“You can’t watch from outside,” Milla says. “You can’t see anything from 

outside. Widow’s made sure of it.” Milla paws at the ivy that covers the glass, 

thick masses of it, layers that have grown one on top of the other, year after year. 

The Widow is not home; Milla and Thomas have watched her drive off in her 

Sunday clothes—bright heels, a flowing blouse and long skirt, though today is 

only Tuesday.  

“Where’s she going?” Thomas says.   

“It doesn’t matter.” There is a latch here, somewhere, if Milla can 

remember how to position her fingers so that they scrape against the lock, just so. 

And there it is, like it was years back. Her arms press against the glass before 

she snaps the lock and pushes the window up, beneath all that ivy. Then she 

turns to Thomas.  

“We’ll part it like a curtain.” She sweeps her arms through the air, 

demonstrating. 

“That’s not how you part a curtain,” Thomas says.  

Milla plunges one leg deep into the ivy, leaves and stems scratching her 

thigh. She claws at it, breaks it apart with her whole body. For a moment, she is 

swallowed up in it—all that ivy crowded everywhere, and she cannot see, and 

she sucks air through her teeth when she smacks her elbow against the window 

sill, and then, she finds her footing. She is inside.   

“Now you’ve made a mess,” Thomas says, through the window.  

She is in Widow’s kitchen and when she looks around, she knows the 

kitchen, though this should not be possible. She has been here only the one time, 
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but feels that it is all the same, everything placed just as it was before. A wooden 

owl with sharp, pointed beak sits in the middle of a long white table. The yellow 

curtains, frilled at the edges, are tied not back, but up, their ends looped over 

shiny yellow rope. The door to the living room is propped open with the same 

brass ornament, and Milla picks it up, lets the door swing shut behind her.  

In the living room, she hears Thomas knocking on the front door, and the 

sound is louder, more hollow than in her own home, startling in the midst of all 

that solid furniture and the dark folds of drapery. A number of fancy sofas line the 

walls, a large one angled in the center of the room, each with legs and arms 

carved from dark wood. Milla sits on the center one, crosses her ankles, lady7like, 

taps one heel against a sofa leg. She tries to place the Widow here, feet propped 

on a stool, a novel in her hands, or on the phone with one of the Catholic ladies, 

receiver cradled to her ear. But this is wrong somehow, and Milla cannot help 

picturing her, always, with the horn drooping over her forehead like something 

wilted, dead.  

She opens the door for Thomas and he rushes inside, shuts and then 

locks the door behind him. “Someone could see us,” he says.   

The brass doorstopper is still in Milla’s hand, and she holds it out to him. 

“Remember this?” she says.  

  “Not at bit.”  

“Look around. It’s all the same.” Milla points to several spots in the room. 

“That lamp. And over there, the red Christmas candles.”   

“There wasn’t that grandfather clock,” Thomas says.   

“Sure there was,” Milla says, but she cannot be sure she remembers it 

there, tall over the mantle. She cannot be sure that she remembers any of it, and 

she pinches the ruffle of a pillow between her fingers, runs a palm over the rough 

nap of fabric. But none of it brings back any physical image, any tangible memory 

of interacting with these things. When she tries to conjure something up, what 

comes instead resembles her own home, her own cushions too plumped and 

clean save for the fine skim of dust that covers everywhere; so much dust that 
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Milla can never get it all, no matter how often she scrubs, back bent over table 

after table and her nose raw with sneezing.  

“No horn,” Thomas says.  

Milla moves toward the hallway, and Thomas follows. They search the 

bottom floor and find nothing, more furniture, a guest room with a hope chest 

filled only with linens, a bathroom with a cabinet stocked with common toiletries.  

Thomas touches her arm. “This is ridiculous,” he says.  

 “Upstairs,” Milla says. She reaches the top of the stairs and turns to see 

Thomas still below. “Come on, Thomas,” she says. “You’ve gone this far.”  

“I could lose my job,” he says.  

Milla takes off without him. There is a long hallway here with walls 

papered, like the ones below, with dry flowers that crinkle beneath Milla’s fingers. 

She moves quickly down this hall, peeping into rooms. In an office with a big 

black desk, she finds a glass vase filled with pens and pencils, and she tucks it 

under her arm, carries it back to the top of the stairs.  

“Here,” Milla says, holding it high above her head. “Come on, or I’ll do 

something drastic.” Thomas only blinks up at her, so she turns the vase over, 

pens and pencils falling in a clatter to the floor, some of them rolling down the 

stairs.  

“That’s not all that convincing,” Thomas says.  

“I’ll throw the vase too,” Milla says. She waits only seconds before flinging 

it against the wall, shards of glass flying up and just missing her legs.  

“Fucking could have killed yourself,” Thomas says, and when she darts off 

down the hall again, she hears him, stomping up the stairs after her.   

She finds Widow’s bedroom at the end of the hall. She waits for Thomas 

to catch up with her, and then they both go into the room together. Here, 

everything is red, deep, vivid red—red satin on the bed, sheer red canopy, red 

and gold curtains.  

“Jesus, it’s like a whorehouse,” Thomas says. “One of those fancy ones.”  
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“How do you know, Thomas?” Milla says. But she walks full into the room, 

without waiting for his answer. In here, it smells strongly of cologne, something 

heavy that seems to hang in a cloud over the room.  

“A room like this, a woman wants someone to see,” Thomas says.  

Milla runs her fingers over the slick top of a table set up as a vanity, a 

mirror hung above. There is a stool with a red velvet cushion, and Milla sits, 

props her elbows on the table, chin in her hands. Thomas is there, reflected in 

the mirror, a motionless figure, like a photo, a painting. Not real. She forces her 

eyes down, glances over the items scattered across the table, several brushes, 

combs, perfumes, and then a man’s shaving kit in the corner. The case is old 

brown leather and inside, gleaming as if recently polished, are a straight razor, a 

pair of silver scissors and a small round mirror. Her husband’s? Milla does not 

remember a husband or any man ever connected with the Widow. There must 

have been one—one that died. She reaches to grab the leather case, to study it, 

and she knocks a hair brush and a bottle of cologne off of the table. The bottle 

hits the carpet without breaking, but the glass stopper comes ajar, heavy odor 

spilling into the room, right up Milla’s nose, and she backs away, backs into 

Thomas. He catches her by the shoulders, says, “What’s wrong with you? That’s 

expensive I bet.” He takes the leather case from her hands, sets it back on the 

table. He grabs her by both wrists, bends his head close to her ear. “Let’s get this 

over with,” he says.   

Milla does not answer and for a moment, they stand close together without 

speaking. She can feel the hot rush of his breath, the pulse of his thumb against 

her wrist. Once, long ago, he had kissed her. How old had they been, their skinny 

legs and arms, their voices like music, like the sing7song chants of schoolyards? 

She cannot remember the age, only how it felt, all that wet and heat, the click of 

his teeth accidentally against hers, and she had bitten him, his tongue, hard 

enough to draw blood that she tasted, metallic and salty and hotter than anything 

else. He had pushed away, shoved a finger in his mouth, pulled it out red and 

held it up to her, said, “You did that, Milla.”  
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She is close enough to kiss him now, and for a moment she lets her chin 

rub against his shoulder. She breathes into his neck, her own hot breath coming 

back at her. The backs of her knees are slick with sweat. She should smell him, 

this close, but her nose is filled only with the heavy, flower7ish scent of Widow’s 

cologne.   

“What’s it smell like in a whorehouse, Thomas?” Milla looks at him, at his 

fingers pushing at all that black hair over his forehead.  

“I never can remember,” he says.  

A room a woman wants someone to see, Thomas had said, and Milla 

decides to take her time, see it all and touch it too. While Thomas dabs the 

carpet with a wet rag, she opens Widow’s closet. It is a large walk7in and inside 

she finds only empty hangers, a mess of boxes and suitcases stacked on the 

floor. She falls to her knees and snaps open the lid of a suitcase. It is full to the 

brim, clothes neatly folded inside, each pocket of the lining stuffed with 

garments—delicate white handkerchiefs, tangles of hosiery, long satin slips. She 

opens another and pulls out a blouse with gold buttons at the cuffs.  

 “I’ll drag you out of there,” Thomas says, from the doorway.  

“You see this?” Milla says. She points to the boxes. “Where’s she going?”  

“On a trip, it seems.”  

There are more suitcases, more traveling bags and thick cardboard boxes 

piled on the closet shelves. “Christ,” Milla says. She jumps to her feet, spins 

around to Thomas. “I bet she’s moving.”  

“Nothing else is packed.”  

 “Because she’ll leave the other things behind,” she says. “She’s taking 

just this stuff here and she’s leaving town for good.”   

“Let her leave then.” 

Milla clasps her head with her hands. Her forehead has gone numb, has 

disappeared, nothing there now to hold her features in place. “Of course you 

don’t care.” She is screaming at him. “You’re not here anyway.” She shoves him 

back and slams the closet door, shutting him out. She stands there for a moment 

in the dark, then fumbles around for the light switch. Thomas is knocking on the 
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door from the outside, calling to her. The door is not locked and he could simply 

turn the knob, but he doesn’t.  

“She could be home any time,” he says.  

“Get out of here, Thomas.” Milla rummages through the boxes until she 

finds a floor7length formal skirt and a thick, cream7colored blouse. She kicks off 

her shoes and strips from her own clothes to try these on. The Widow is a small 

woman, almost bony, and her clothes would be too tight on Milla, if they weren’t 

all flowing and loose, like scarves. Milla twirls to make the skirt fly out around her 

legs. She tucks the blouse into the waist, adjusts the buttons.  

Something is missing. There are hat boxes in one corner, stacked almost 

to the ceiling and when she pulls one out, several of them fall around her, lids 

popping open and hats tumbling across the closet floor. She lifts them one by 

one—this one black felt and this one red with silk flowers clustered at the front. 

Some have fruit instead of flowers, and some have netting; some are plain. 

There are so many that Milla must take her time to go through them all. On the 

other side of the door, Thomas is quiet. She wonders if he has left her here alone, 

but will not ask.  

She decides, finally, on a sun7bleached straw hat with ribbon, and she 

shakes her hair over her shoulders, places the hat on her head. It faces the right 

direction, bow at the back, but in the center of the brim, over her forehead, is a 

groove, an indention not meant for decoration. Milla realizes at once that 

Widow’s horn has caused this, pressed too often, always, in the same spot. Milla 

takes another hat from the floor, finds the same groove. The horn has molded 

itself into most of these hats, and she fits her fingers into the grooves, measures 

their width, their length. She can squeeze three fingers in, side7by7side. 

“Christ, she’ll have to get all new ones,” she says aloud.  

When she steps from behind the closet door, Thomas sits on the edge of 

Widow’s bed, his arms folded across his chest. Milla walks right up to him and 

grabs him by the shoulders. He jerks his head back to look at her. He pinches the 

sleeve of her blouse between a finger and thumb. “Not your style,” he says.  

Milla pulls the brim of the hat over her eyes. “I think so,” she says.  
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“You’re not even looking for the horn.”  

“She’s got it on her I bet. I’m waiting for her.”  

“No, no.” Thomas jumps to his feet. “You’ll be alone then. I won’t get 

caught here.” He whirls around, walks quickly to the center of the room, stops. 

“When did you get so bold?” he says. His eyes are wide round circles beneath 

his brow.   

“I’ve got nothing to lose,” Milla says.  

“I do.”  

Milla moves toward him, swinging her hips to make the skirt swish around 

her legs. Odd, that in these old7fashioned clothes she feels somehow naked, 

exposed in a way that makes her skin tingle pleasantly and her breasts burn 

beneath the thick satin. She wraps her arms around Thomas’s shoulders. The 

wide brim of the hat jabs his chin and she sweeps it from her head, drops it to the 

floor.  She presses her mouth to his neck, tastes his skin all the way up to his 

earlobe that she takes between her lips. He is tense beneath her hands, his jaw 

strained tight and suddenly he bends his head and kisses her back. His palms 

press against her back and his mouth buries her own, and this time when she 

bites him, when she nips the edge of his lower lip, it is on purpose. His hands pull 

her closer, so that her body is flattened against his and it is right then that 

Widow’s car sputters into driveway.  

Both pause, and then Milla draws back. She stoops to pick up the hat. She 

jams it far down on her head and from beneath the brim, she gazes up at 

Thomas. He flushes a bright red and sweat shimmers across his brow. He rubs 

his temples with his fingers, squeezes his eyes shut and before he can open 

them, Milla slips from the room. She runs down the hall in her bare feet, dodging 

the broken glass near the top of the stairs. In the driveway, the crunch of the car 

door closing, the click of Widow’s heels against the pavement. Then the sharp 

hiss, a spat curse, and Milla knows that she has found the broken ivy and open 

window. There is a chance, a possibility that Widow will be too afraid to come in. 

But Milla makes a bet with herself: the Widow will be bold, and so Milla stands at 

the top of the stairs and waits for her.  
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“You ruined my kudzu,” the Widow says right away. She gapes up at Milla 

on the staircase.  

“Not on purpose,” Milla says.   

“Come on down from there.”  

Milla obeys, holding the hem of her skirt so not to trip on her way down the 

stairs. Up close, the Widow is a mess, the skin around her eyes dark and her 

face puffed with bruises still visible beneath a layer of powder. She is hatless, her 

hair swept away from her face in a bun, the bandages on her forehead whiter 

than her too7white skin. She tugs lightly at a corner of one. Her lips are lined in 

bright red, her mouth a brilliant splotch of color in the midst of all the white 

powder, the white gauze. In her hand is something small wrapped in paper, and 

with her other hand she reaches, taps Milla’s shoulder. “You came for my 

clothes?” she says.   

“No.” 

“The hat you can have,” Widow says. “I have lots of hats.” 

“I know about your hats.”  

“Of course.”  

Beneath the brim of the hat, Milla’s eyes flit again and again to the 

something wrapped in paper that Widow holds in her hand. It is too crinkled, too 

hidden under Widow’s fingers to determine its shape, but it could be curved; it 

could be half7mooned. Milla can study it all she wants, without the Widow seeing, 

because only the lower half of Milla’s face, her chin and lips, tip of her nose, is 

visible with this hat. Milla decides that she will keep the hat. “Listen,” Milla says. 

“Something I was wanting to ask. When they cut the horn off,” she says, “did they 

tell you where it came from?”  

“You’ll have to pay for my kudzu.” The Widow flaps her hand at a sofa. 

“Go on and sit.”  

Milla makes sure to choose a chair that faces the staircase, so the Widow 

will sit with her back to it. The Widow places the parcel wrapped in paper in her 

lap, folds her hands over it.  Then she leans toward Milla. “All those hats and it 
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was sun damage,” Widow says. “That’s what they told me. But they don’t know. I 

never did like the sun.”  

 “Sun can’t do that.”  

“A skin lesion,” Widow says. “Not many people have that reaction, they 

said.” Her hands flutter up to her forehead. The paper in her lap, brown and 

creased and exposed77maybe, after all, it is empty. Only shaped like what it 

carried just this morning, when Widow left in all her fancy clothes.  

Milla says, “You’ve been gone for hours.”   

“It takes that long to drive up to Jackson and back.”  

“You’re moving there.”   

“Not there.” Widow’s fingers, as she speaks, play at the paper in her lap, 

unfolding it, corner by corner. “Somewhere better. Charleston, Nashville. I could 

go overseas to London if I wanted.” When she has finished unwrapping it, the 

horn lies on its back, point curved up to the Widow’s face, smaller, less yellow 

than Milla remembers. One end, the end that grew from Widow’s head, is ragged, 

cracked in several places, stained a dark brown. At the other end, the point is 

sharp and unblemished and the Widow taps it with her finger.  

“You have no idea what they want for it,” Widow says. “It’s worth more 

than anything has a right to be.” She scoops it up in her palm, holds it out to Milla.  

Milla reaches for the horn, its smooth, round width suddenly hers. It is 

lighter than she expected, delicate, and Milla is careful not to touch the one end, 

the brown and ugly end from Widow’s head. She runs her hands over the rest of 

it, all the way to the tip, the point that is not sharp enough to puncture holes, but 

sharp enough to tickle the flesh where she rubs it down the length of her arm.  

“You’re selling it,” Milla says.  

“Of course I’m selling it. It’s a blessing, a gift from God. I’ll make enough 

off it to do whatever I want the rest of my life.” She smiles, lips stretched tight, red 

lipstick clumped in the corners of her mouth.  

A movement on the staircase catches Milla’s attention, and she glances 

over the Widow’s shoulder at Thomas. He takes a step, pauses, takes another 

until he is half7way down and then he stops, his eyes on Milla and the horn in her 



�

����

hand. Milla wraps her fingers around it in a loose fist. She has the sudden urge to 

squeeze it tight, to break it by its middle and keep one end for herself, for 

Thomas. A half is all she needs and why shouldn’t the Widow share her blessing? 

Even broken, the horn must be worth something.  

“Saw your father up there,” Widow says. “I showed him the horn.”  

Milla squints at her. “You went to the asylum?”  

“No. I saw him at brunch at Julip’s. He was with a crowd.”  

Thomas hears this, Milla sees, because he shakes his head rapidly back 

and forth, as if denying it. He has reached almost the foot of the stairs by now 

and the front door is only a few feet away. He could make a run for it, but he 

waits.  

“That wasn’t him,” Milla says. “It couldn’t have been him.” She stands from 

her chair, still holding on to the horn.  

“Sure it was. He was with a red7haired woman and three other couples,” 

the Widow says. “He looked happier than I’ve seen him in years.” She holds her 

hand up and wiggles her fingers. “Give that back now.”  

Thomas is all the way down the stairs and still, the Widow is unaware of 

his presence. He is posed ready to bolt for the door, but waiting for a signal from 

Milla. Milla holds the horn by its middle, both ends sticking out from her fist. “I 

think I’ll keep it,” she says.  

The Widow jumps to her feet. “Oh,” she says, “I knew you’d want it. You 

and your father both. Always watching me and looking and everyone looking.” 

She grabs Milla by the arm, peers hard into her face. “You don’t know what that’s 

like,” she says. “No one watches you.”  

Milla finds the Widow’s eyes, dark pits sunken into the bruised and 

swollen face. Bandages all over. Beaten up with it, beaten and worn and ready to 

retire and Milla knows: Widow will not miss it, this thing that sprouted up out of 

nowhere, that ruined all her hats and hung in front of her eyes like a wayward 

hair that she could never swat away. She will not miss it but Milla will, its 

presence always in the back of her mind like a thing to be reckoned with, a thing 

that should not be and somehow is. Now, in her hand, an insignificant scrap, a 
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shell of what it was and Milla understands that it will never be the same, 

unattached.  

“Take it,” Milla says. “Take it away. Get rid of it.” With sudden violence, 

she pushes it at the Widow. It drops to the floor between them. “Go,” Milla says. 

“Go on. Go!” Behind the Widow, Thomas runs for the door and in seconds is 

gone. Milla gathers her skirt in her arms and darts after him.  

 “Wait,” the Widow yells. “I’ll need those clothes back before you leave.” 

 She pauses at the front door and turns to look over her shoulder. The 

Widow is crouched over the horn, clasping it tight in both hands. Stray hairs float 

around her face like tiny snakes and posed this way, bent almost to the floor, she 

is like some fallen Medusa. 

“Said I want those back,” Widow says.  

Milla runs. She is out the front door, flying over the porch, across the yard 

and she hears the Widow behind, yelling how Milla is a grown woman now and 

too old for this kind of thing. But Milla does not stop, and the slope of the hill 

pushes her faster, down, down. Thomas is far ahead, and Milla focuses on him, 

on his long back, his swift legs carrying him forward until he rounds a corner and 

drops out of sight. Milla makes wind with her speed, air that rushes up and blows 

the hat off of her head as she flies down the hill, arms spread for balance, hem of 

the skirt still clutched in one fist. She will not stop for the hat, cannot stop now 

because the hill is too steep. Stopping would be falling, and when she is half7way 

down, she sees her own porch and Thomas there already, panting and slouched 

against the wooden railing. No one watches her; the Widow is right. But Thomas 

is watching now, and she runs to him.   

The hill brings her closer and closer, and he comes into focus—his white 

face, eyes hidden beneath the mess of black hair, and from this distance, from 

up here, he is like a man waiting for what he loves, gazing up the hill as if he has 

nothing but this. But he has other things, and Milla runs to him though she knows 

he will leave again any day for Jackson. He will go there, and eventually he will 

come back, but he will always go again. He will leave her here and she runs to 

him anyway, like she ran from him as a child. Hide7and7seek that lasted hours in 
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the dark, when night after night, Milla found Thomas, or he found her and either 

way she would go home, legs sore with all that running, and she would lie 

beneath her bedroom window until her parents stopped crashing around, until the 

house grew quiet and still, and she would tap her blistered heels over and over 

against the glass. This time, when she gets down there, she will take something 

heavy, something denser than the horn, and she will smash right through.  
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Caroline has forgotten Riverfest. She has forgotten everything in 

Vicksburg, where she grew up, except Ash’s house and what she found there. 

She has forgotten Ash too, how he looked before he shot himself—his face intact, 

the nose and jaw in their proper places, everything clean and whole. What she 

remembers is the dark, wet mess that shimmered like broken glass beneath the 

too7bright light of the kitchen. What she remembers is what she found wedged in 

a corner of the third floor, just before he died.  

She steers her car off the highway and there is Vicksburg, after five years. 

The main street and just beyond it the copper gleam of the river. Quaint awnings 

hanging over storefronts, magnolias and dogwoods, tall skinny pines kept at bay 

by red brick and wrought iron and there’s a stitch in her side, like a thread 

running through77she does remember, after all. She remembers downtown, how 

they pretty it up for the tourists. Just ahead is the Civil War canon, dwarfed by its 

giant wheels, aimed toward the river and she remembers that too. A relic of 

defense, a monument to protection. But protection from what? And it hadn’t 

worked anyway, even in its prime. 

The music swells, the sounds of a fiddle, a tambourine. To her left is a 

wave of people, rolling off toward the square. It’s Saturday, mid7Riverfest, and 

the city is clogged with traffic. Along the sidewalk, two men jump back, wide7eyed 

and gaping, as her car passes. She nearly clipped them; she should pay 

attention. She imagines what they saw: a small gray car, a woman huddled up to 

the steering wheel, her head turned toward them and a flash of her face: the 

eyes too open, the lower lip sucked inside the mouth, a hollow, stripped look. 

They’re afraid of her. They should be.  

Caroline would rather not know what she read in yesterday’s newsletter, 

that Ash’s house, empty since he shot himself, is being renovated, prepared for a 

new owner. She’d rather not know, now that she does, though she skimmed the 

newsletters every week just to find out. But it’s not her fault; she didn’t have a 
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choice. She moved to the edge of Mississippi, almost to Alabama, and couldn’t 

get away from it. She can smell it still77the too sweet, too floral odor of the 

potpourri that Ash kept in great fat bowls to hide the other smells, musty 

undertones, his ancestors. And now, someone will find it, what she found in the 

ballroom7turned7storage space, the fat metal barrel too heavy to move, filled with 

a foul, dark liquid and the other thing, the pale, puckered thing that bobbed up at 

her like a massive, skinned fruit. They’ll find it, the new owners, and all she wants 

is another look at it before they do, one long look because the first lasted only 

seconds before she ran down the stairs and into the kitchen and into Ash, who 

knew what she had found.  

The people are nosy here—something else she forgot. She’s stuck in 

traffic downtown while out on the street people stare into cars. An old woman 

comes limping down the sidewalk and stares at Caroline too. A black box is 

tucked beneath the woman’s arm, so big it seems to throw her off balance, and 

Caroline wonders what’s inside it. She imagines a weapon or some teeth, a too7

clean skull, its identity ravaged. Ghosts of secrets snug in their box, flaunted all 

over town and Caroline has the urge to roll down her window and shout at the 

woman that she doesn’t care; she doesn’t give a damn what she’s hiding. But 

she says nothing of course; it would only draw attention.   

Instead, she pulls a ladies’ straw hat onto her head. The brim is wide and 

flops low over her forehead, half her face in its shadow. Let them try, out there, to 

see her now. She has taken to hats like this since she moved down to Biloxi. 

Tourist hats, she calls them, and on the coast she can be a tourist. On the coast, 

the casinos crowd close together along the strip, huge and loud like birds of 

paradise, and among them she can be anyone, from anywhere. She works in 

one as a cocktail waitress and meets all kinds of tourists, the elderly women with 

names like Martha or Penny or Susie, or the Midwestern college boys, tall and 

fragrant and well7groomed. Sometimes one will ask her about herself. “Nothing to 

tell,” she’ll say. “What you see is what you get.” But it’s a lie. They don’t see a 

woman around thirty, too thin, a lot of plain brown hair hanging down her back. 

They don’t see hollowed eyes, breasts like a twelve7year old’s. No, what they see 
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is a cocktail waitress in a tight bodice with her breasts pushed up, made plump 

and inviting, the circles beneath her eyes covered, the shine blotted off her nose. 

They see her with her face on—an expression that bothers her, as if a face is not 

always on, as if it’s a mask worn only in public. If so, what does that make the 

other face, the naked one beneath?     

But she’s got her face on now, Caroline does, and a pretty summer dress 

to match her hat, in case someone is home over at Ash’s.  

It’s hot for April and the dress clings to her legs as she walks, makes her 

thighs sweat. A blue ribbon flutters from the hat and sweeps, now and then, 

across her eyes. The smell out here is too familiar—it’s the smell of the river, the 

dank, earthy smell of rot.  

Ash’s street, a part of the historic Garden District, is lined with dogwoods, 

their small white flowers blooming in the heat. There are live oaks as well, and 

their heavy, bloated branches meet overhead, form a cave. “A canopy,” the tour 

guides call it. She remembers these guides as always plump and stern, always 

women in long skirts and billowing blouses. When she was a child, Caroline 

would spy on them, and the tour7goers. She would watch for them from the 

dining room windows, dart outside and fall in with the group. She found that if she 

stuck close enough to an adult, no one would notice her. They were too busy 

admiring the houses, the history, but Caroline was more interested in them, the 

tourists themselves. She knew that they were more than tourists, that they had 

other lives, separate, hidden.  

 She met Ash this way, on a tour of his home. He was thirty and she was 

fourteen and too young for him. “You live down the street,” he said.  

“No,” Caroline told him. “I’m a tourist.” But she knew he did not believe her.  

Now comes the dense part of the street, limbs and leaves and budding 

flowers crowding close, the air richer, sweeter. It’s like piercing an over7ripe fruit, 

walking here, and instinctively she holds her breath, as she always used to do. 

Too much rich oxygen and it goes straight to the head, makes you drunk—what 

Ash once told her. Makes of humans easy targets and, “You don’t want to be a 
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target, do you Caroline?”  But for him, she did. For him, she wanted to be all of it, 

anything she could.  

His house is at the end of the block and built back far from the street, 

behind a brick fence and an iron gate. The gate is locked and Caroline has to pull 

her dress up above her knees and haul herself over with one arm. She hasn’t 

thought much how she’ll get to the third floor, if someone is home. From the 

looks of it, no one is. There are no cars parked in the front drive, and the whole 

place is quiet, too still. She stops, rests her back against a tree trunk, the house 

rising above, the tall white columns too bright in the sun, making her squint.  

What she read yesterday is true; the house is being torn apart, done over. 

Half of the porch steps are freshly painted ivory, the other half still gray. The 

balcony on the second floor, overlooking the front yard, is covered with a tarp 

that flaps in the breeze. There are holes in the yard, deep and orange7red, and 

shovels standing upright in dark, new earth.  

The stillness should not surprise her, the quiet, and yet somehow it does. 

But the house was never loud, that she can remember. Ash lived here all by 

himself, a bachelor with not even a dog. When there was noise, it came only from 

her. It came from all the roles she played for him, and she would howl like a cat 

in heat or hum like a locust; she would giggle or cackle or sing in a rough, deep 

voice made scratchy from screaming his name. Maybe it’s her own noise she 

misses now, the sound of herself on show. She hasn’t performed like that since 

him, since Ash, the one for whom she could dance and simper and faint, for 

whom she could be anything at all77Ash, the only one who asked.  

She thinks of knocking at the front door. She’ll say she’s a tourist, if 

someone answers. She’ll say she doesn’t know any better; she’s only a tourist. 

But if that’s the case, she can go around to the back entrance, pass it off as a 

mistake.  

The grass is too long where she walks, and it pricks her legs, makes her 

itch. Behind the house is the yard where she used to sun herself naked—it was 

another of her roles, the daring vixen77while Ash sat on the back porch and drank 

gin and watched. Now, it’s a mess of weeds and mud, planks of rotting wood, 
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scrap metal gleaming in the sun. The screen door to the porch screams on its 

hinges, slams behind her. She knocks at the door, waits, then grabs the handle. 

There’s a trick to it, a trick that comes back to her—she jerks it hard to the left 

and the door swings open.  

For a moment she hangs back, at the threshold. It’s dim in there, the 

windows still boarded up and the overhead light filtered through dust, but there’s 

enough light to make out the kitchen table where she found Ash that day, his 

blood spreading over the slick, polished wood from which so often they ate his 

home7made cinnamon roles and cream cakes. The same table, still there, a thick 

block of mahogany, solid enough to support the weight of his dead body, as she 

was not. She steps into the kitchen, brushes the table with her fingers, and then 

a shape comes into focus. Someone there. A man, his elbows propped on the 

table, his head in his hands, gazing up at her. Ash.  

She knocks her hip into a chair, topples it.  

“What are you doing?” Ash says, and stands from his chair. But it’s not 

Ash. It can’t be Ash. Closer now, and his face, its separate features take shape—

a small, straight nose and beneath that, a pointed chin, a pert mouth. A face like 

a pixie’s and it comes back to her then; it comes back to her with such force that 

she drops into a chair, draws her legs up and clasps her knees to her chest. 

Ash’s face—not exactly like this one, but similar, oh how similar and suddenly so 

clear, so vivid, rising up from wherever she stashed it for all those years. Ash’s 

face, also like a pixie’s with its delicate features, arched brows and small, red 

mouth. Like a softer, older version of the one now hovering, just above.   

“What the hell are you doing?” says the man. And he can’t be Ash 

because Ash is dead. Dead and gone for five whole years, though once he was 

as alive as this one, and she clutches her knees, squeezes them tight with her 

arms. Her dress has fallen back from her thighs, too much bare leg showing. His 

eyes, small and dark, are on her; she can do nothing with his eyes on her and, 

“Stop staring at me,” she says.  

He does not. “Get up,” he says.  

“No.”  
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“Get up. Move it.” He grabs her arm above the elbow and his hand is hot 

and dry. He drags her up, to her feet. “Listen,” he says. “You better tell me who 

you are.”  

“Did you know Ash?” It’s all she can manage. He looks so much like him. 

“Who?”  His fingers grip hard, pinch her flesh.  

“Ash! Ash!”  

“No,” he says, and lets her loose. “I don’t know anybody around here.” 

Caroline brings her hand up to her head, finds that her hat has fallen off. 

“Neither do I.” 

He drops to a crouch at her feet and she steps quickly back. He grabs her 

hat from the floor and, kneeling there, turns it over in his hands. “How did you 

know,” he says, “how to open that door?”  

“Give me my hat.” 

“I don’t think I will.”  

“I’m a tourist,” Caroline says. “I just wanted to see the house.”  

“Why aren’t you at Riverfest?” He twirls the hat on his finger and the easy 

grace of the gesture, his deft, quick fingers—that too is like Ash.  

 “I was going there next,” she says. “I’m only a tourist.”  

“Perfect.” He tosses the hat at her. “We can go together.”  

Caroline does not answer. In the dim light77so much dimmer than the last 

time, when in the full blaze of the chandelier she found Ash with a sopping red 

lump where his face should’ve been77it looks the same, just as it was five years 

ago. The same high7backed dark wood chairs, same ruffled curtains at the 

windows that were too feminine for a bachelor and still are, despite that they’re 

faded now, heavy with dust. And through the archway behind the table, the 

breakfast nook is the same too, same ladies’ writing desk and the ceramic bowl 

that, though she can’t tell from here, Caroline is sure is still filled with potpourri, 

shriveled and now odorless. If only one detail had changed in five years, if only 

she wasn’t sure that the thing in the barrel still molders upstairs, if only the man 

didn’t look so much like the one before, maybe then she could think of something, 

a way to master him.  
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She tells him her name is Susie.  

“Like in a children’s book,” he says. “Nice to meet you, Susie, though you 

did break into my house.” He offers his hand and, briefly, she touches it. “I’m 

Elwyn,” he says, and they go on foot up the street. In sunlight, he looks her age, 

maybe a little older. In sunlight, he still looks like Ash. But for his boots, which are 

glossy black and look brand new, he’s dressed like a hired man in a sweat7

stained tee shirt, torn jeans. That’s not like Ash, who could have been a preacher 

in his black slacks and collared shirts and ties. But the way he holds himself as 

he walks, his shoulders back, chin up, a proud, conscious posture—that is like 

Ash.  

 “What’s with the women here, Susie?” he says.  

Caroline tugs at the brim of her hat. “I don’t know.”  

“Is it custom for them to show up at a man’s house uninvited?”  

“I’m from the coast,” Caroline says. “I’m not from here. I’m a tourist.”  

“Well, I’m from Birmingham,” Elwyn says, “where people mind their own 

business.” 

Caroline picks some honeysuckle growing along a fence. She’d like to 

linger here, just to show him that she can. She’d like to ask him what he’s doing 

in this town, how he found Ash’s house. She’d like to ask him too if he’s been all 

over the third floor. But no, she’ll ask him nothing. She’d rather not know.  

“What’re you planning to do with those weeds?” He nods at the 

honeysuckle bunched in her fist.  

“That’s my own business.”  

“I’ll be damned,” he says, and smiles.    

They walk for a time without speaking until, “Look,” Elywn says, and points. 

Ahead are the National Battlegrounds and the military cemetery. They stop 

beside the tall iron gate and Caroline brings her face up close to the fence, 

squints at the plaque as if she’s never seen it before. But too many times she has 

been here—on field trips every year in school and later with boyfriends, when 

they would climb the base of the canons, run their fingertips along the cool iron 

lips. The last time she was here was with Ash. He led her through the rows and 
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rows of gravestones, the rounded, upright ones of the soldiers with names, but 

also the flat square slabs marked only with numbers, the unknown. It is always 

these last that bother her most and from where she stands on the street, the 

square stones are hardly visible but for their color, a bright, sun7bleached white. 

Like the bones would be, if they lay there instead. 

Elwyn starts to move away, but “Wait,” Caroline says. She tosses the 

honeysuckle over the fence and it lands, scattered, among the gravestones. 

Somewhere buried in this city is Ash himself. Not here; no one is buried here 

anymore. No, he’s buried in some nondescript plot near a church. Caroline 

doesn’t know where; she hadn’t waited around to find out.  

Men and women, babies in strollers, children eating candies from paper 

sacks pass too close, jostle her hat brim. They bring to her their own smells: food 

fried in grease, the oniony odor of sweat, the noxious, cloying scent of too many 

women’s perfumes, and underneath, the smell of the river on them too, the 

stench that is always there, clinging to their skin, their hair. It took weeks for 

Caroline to get rid of that smell, after she moved. Now she’ll bring it back with her, 

all over again.  

Elwyn takes her by the hand and leads her through the crowd. The music 

swells as they pass the south stage. “Where are we going?” Caroline shouts.  

“The dancing imps,” Elwyn says, right in her ear so that it buzzes and 

hums, too loud.  

They stop at a stage in front of the river. Floating overhead is the thin cry 

of a violin. Dancing to this music onstage are women, their bodies naked but for 

tiny, fluffed skirts and flesh7colored tops that bare their stomachs. They glitter, as 

if made of glass. Their hair glitters too, and falls over their shoulders as they dip 

and sway, the river shimmering behind them. There’s a lot of them, up there. So 

many and all alike and they blur together as they dance, like a trick of light, like 

holograms, one woman copied over and over and projected onto the stage. Imps, 

is what they’re supposed to be.  

“Those are not imps,” Caroline says.  
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Elwyn gazes up at the dancers with his small, dark eyes. “They could be,” 

he says. “Let’s get a closer look.” He pulls her behind him. River mud squishes 

underfoot, spatters her shins. Damp skin, the flesh of strangers, smacks her 

arms, her chest. Elywn disappears among the tangle of limbs and brightly 

colored clothing. But his hand is there, wrapped tight around her wrist, a hand 

without a body, a hot, limbless thing pulling her forward until she stumbles right 

up against the stage.  

Just above, a dancing imp waves her pretty young arms in time with the 

others. So close and her face sparkles with glitter, her mouth, a glistening pink 

bud. Her eyelids are painted silver and flash as she blinks, like water in sun, and 

there’s no telling what she looks like beneath all that light. Caroline, squinting up 

at her, wonders if she could try it herself, that look. A lot of glimmer and flash to 

throw people off—she could do it maybe at the casino, let the tourists try to see 

her then. She would blind them, as the dancing imp blinds her now.  

It’s too much, in fact, and Caroline’s eyes begin to water; she squeezes 

them shut and right then a hand, heavy and splayed, slaps her shoulder and she 

loses her balance, tips forward. Her thighs hit the edge of the stage and she 

lands with the upper half of her body sprawled across it. Beneath her stomach, 

the stage thumps and shakes with the weight of all those dancing legs. She 

pushes herself up with her arms, but too late; a dancing imp trips over her back, 

hits the floor of the stage beside her. 

“Goddamn it!” the imp says, right into Caroline’s face. She kicks Caroline 

with her pretty, pointed toes. “Fucking move!”  

 “I’m sorry.” Caroline pushes herself up and slides backward off the stage. 

She turns and there is Elwyn, his eyes on her. Eyes everywhere on her and 

worse, her hat is gone, swallowed up by the crowd. Everyone is looking and, “I’m 

sorry,” she says to them. “I’m sorry. I’m only a tourist.”  

Elwyn offers to buy her some taffy and also a new hat. They sit together 

on a bench by the river, people passing close all around them. Caroline’s dress 

has torn from her fall and hangs loose over one shoulder.   

“It looks better like that,” Elwyn says.  
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“You pushed me into the stage,” she says. “You did it on purpose.”  

“I said I’m sorry.” He touches her bare shoulder and she thinks of pulling 

away, shaking him off. She could do it, if she wanted. She could dodge him all 

the way to Ash’s house, break back in and find the barrel and be done with it, 

with everything, him and Ash and the whole goddamned city. It was all she 

wanted, after all, just to get another look at the thing drowning upstairs for so 

many years; one more look and maybe this time she can give it a face and wash 

her hands of it for good. But she lets this man distract her—an Elwyn from 

Birmingham with his big shiny boots, his hand so warm on her shoulder, the 

thumb sliding over her skin. She lets him hook his arm round her waist and pull 

her to him; she lets him bring his mouth up close to her neck and breathe, hot 

and moist, against her skin.  

They sit like that while the sun sinks into the river. They sit like and, all 

over the square, the streetlights blink on and the crowd grows louder and drunker. 

The festival is far from over, Caroline knows. It will go on long into the night, as it 

always does. Flasks, silver and gleaming, emerge from pockets; foaming cups of 

beer spill over chins. Overhead, fireworks boom and sizzle and wink in the dusk. 

Right in her ear, Elwyn says, “I just wanted to see you dance with them. You’re 

the prettiest tourist I’ve ever seen,” and she knows that she will have to sleep 

with him, before she can do anything else.  

“Take me home with you,” she says, and they walk quickly in the fading 

light. Caroline’s dress flutters up at the hem and she is aware of how naked she 

is beneath it, her bare thighs, her stomach and breasts covered only in a thin 

layer of summer cotton. She could rip it open, rip it all the way down right here on 

the street and the idea makes her walk even faster. Beside her, Elywn begins to 

pant.  

They reach the house and go up the front steps, through the main door. 

Just inside is the foyer and the grand staircase where once she pranced up and 

down in long, sweeping skirts, her fingers trailing the banister, because she liked 

for Ash to see her that way, like a lady. She liked for him to see her other ways 

too, every way he could. For him, she was a coquette with smiles hidden behind 
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her hands. She was a vamp in red lace and heavy make7up, or a simpleton with 

her hair done in braids and blue ribbons. She was a lunatic with a foaming mouth 

made of whipped cream and, just once, a suicidal teen with red slashes on her 

wrists, done in lipstick. It was like being onstage, being with Ash, and he was 

always the audience.  

And now there is Elwyn, squeezing her waist. He pulls her tight against 

him so that her head rests against his chest, and he says, “I don’t believe a word 

you’ve said, Susie. Not one word.”  

In the master bedroom on the second floor, on a damp mattress that 

smells of mildew, he is again like Ash. He’s like Ash with his rough hands that 

pinch and tug, and his body held taught above her own. He’s like Ash when he 

buries his face into her hair, when he sighs into her ear like it’s all too much, like 

he’ll never be the same, after. He’s so like Ash, the weight of his lips, how they 

swell when he kisses her, and she is like Caroline, the Caroline from before, 

performing for him, clenching her thighs and swearing in a voice not her own, a 

high, breathy voice, like the whir of a mosquito. And when it’s over she lays 

curled against him and she stares up at the same ceiling that she stared up at so 

often with Ash, in the same room that still smells of old wood and sweat, and into 

his shoulder she says, “Ash, Ash.”  

“I’m not Ash.”  

Caroline sits up, pulls the sheet to her chest. “Of course not,” she says.  

He rolls onto his side to face her. “I wonder,” he says, “if you hurt her.”  

“What?” 

“The dancing imp you tripped,” he says. “She looked soft, like you could 

hurt her.”  

“She wasn’t an imp.”  

“Sure she was.” He runs his palm down her bare back. “Listen, Susie,” he 

says. “Who the hell is Ash?”  

His fingers trail up and down her skin. She wonders how she feels to him, 

if her back is smooth and warm, pleasant to touch. She wonders whether he likes 
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the sharp ridge of her spine. She closes her eyes, drops her head onto her arms 

and she says, “Who the hell is Susie?”  

“None of my business,” he says.  

“I’ll show you an imp,” she says. “I’ll show you one right now.”  

On the third floor, the air is close and thick—old air, discarded like 

everything up here, stored and forgotten. Elwyn switches on the overhead light 

and there, stretching out from the top of the stairs, is the room, one long floor 

made of smooth wood for dancing. But no one has danced here in a long time, 

not even Caroline. Ash would not allow it. He wouldn’t allow her to come up her 

at all, what attracted her to him in the first place. She remembers it, the tour of 

his home, herself a skinny girl of fourteen with her hair tied up in a scarf, and Ash 

in his dark slacks and tie, tall and dignified, the proud owner of so much history. 

But Caroline had her eyes on the tourists, not Ash, until a couple of them tried to 

go up the stairs to the third floor. Ash snapped that it wasn’t on show, and it was 

how he looked then, how his jaw twitched and his whole face seemed to ripple, 

like something trying to come up from beneath—it was his expression that got 

her attention, that he had something to hide.  

“I guess,” Elwyn is saying, “you’ve been here before.”  

“Yes.”  And the room is the same77covered in boxes and dust, the long 

wooden floor buried beneath broken crates and dirty clothing, racks and racks of 

ladies’ dresses long out of fashion, old paintings propped against the walls, 

lamps without their shades and their bare bulbs made ridiculous, like the heads 

of hatless women. There’s furniture here as well, heavy and looming—a tall chest 

of drawers, a head board, a lady’s vanity table with the tarnished silver brushes 

and combs still laid atop it. And if Caroline were to open one of its drawers, she’d 

find the porcelain figurines, mythical monsters—the Minotar, missing one of its 

horns, a Cyclops, its one great eye a solid white. These she found before, when 

she pillaged every corner of the room, opened every trunk and suitcase, emptied 

each box until nothing was left but the metal barrel stowed behind a massive 

bookcase that is still there, just where it was, in the back left corner of the room.  

 “So where’s your imp?” Elwyn says.  
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 “There.” Caroline moves to the corner, Elwyn following. In the small space 

behind the bookcase is the barrel. A squat metal drum, pushed right up to the 

wall, just where she left it.  

“You mean to tell me,” Elwyn says, “that you’ve got an imp in that?” 

 “I didn’t put it there,” she says. “It’s not my fault.” But it comes out brittle, 

too dry. She has a sudden image of the words themselves stored here, the 

letters faded with dust because they’re the same words she used the last time, 

after she found Ash’s body. She came tearing up the stairs, her hands sticky with 

his blood, and as she fell on her knees beside the barrel, as she pounded the lid 

back in place she told herself that it was not her fault. It was not her fault that she 

found it, that it was there. It was not her fault that Ash, or Ash’s father, or his 

grandfather put it there.  

And now, she has the urge to kick a hole in the wall or topple the 

bookcase, to destroy something just to change it, because she is here again and 

it’s all the same. She is here again, as if five years have not passed, as if the 

town, the house, the room have all lay dormant, frozen. Elwyn, too, is just 

another Ash. It’s like she never left at all but stayed, suspended here, the same 

Caroline who came looking for what was hidden. And it is her fault, after all. It’s 

her fault that she found the barrel, that she pried it open, that she worked at it for 

three hours straight until her arms ached and her fingertips bled, until the lid 

wrenched loose and the putrid, sick odor floated up at her. It’s her fault that she 

couldn’t leave it alone in the first place, and that now she is back.  

Elwyn hunches over her, reaches for the lid but she slaps his hand away. 

“Go on,” he says. “Show me.”  

And maybe if she shows him, together they can figure out what it is, a 

mutant baby or an unwanted child, a midget or a hacked7off piece of a full7grown 

woman—a pretty woman, as young and elegant as the dancing imps. It could be 

a dancing imp, the thing in there, a predecessor to the many that spun and leapt 

across the stage. A dancing imp that danced maybe even here, in this very room, 

a room made for dancing. Caroline imagines it, the room shining and bare and 

the girl spinning, spinning, her long hair flying out behind her, arms held high and 
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her young, pale body hard and firm and nothing at all like the pulpous mass that, 

if she looks, Caroline knows will be there, as spongy and indistinct as it was 

before, as nameless.  

She runs her hands over the lid, feels the metal, cool and dimpled beneath 

her palms, and it’s the soldiers she thinks of, all the dead men without names. 

Once, she pitied them for that. Now, Caroline does not pity them, because they 

can be anything, anyone. They can be nothing at all.  
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Mariam does not know this Jenks, what he will say or do or touch. He is 

dark in the passenger seat, an outline of something real. For a moment she 

questions herself. She smacks his arm and feels it, warm beneath her palm. 

 “What was that?” he says. “Something?” 

 “No,” says Mariam. “Nothing.” It is late–2:34 AM says the clock on the 

dash–and they drive along Gulf Shores Parkway, the ocean to their right, Florida 

ahead.  

 “See all that?” Jenks says. He points to the moon roof and a black open 

sky. Mariam likes his voice that pours out of him. It’s like the street they drive on–

solid and more real than Jenks himself. Her husband, Douglas, does not have a 

voice like this. Douglas speaks with a low rumbling–something close to a hum. 

But Mariam has always adored the sound. Even now she can hear it, the deep 

swell of breath that was always Douglas, pressed to her ear. 

 “Look,” Jenks says. “You’re not looking.”  

 “Can’t just know,” says Mariam. “I’m busy.”  

 He tilts his head back to see. “That,” he continues, “is really there. And 

you’ll never get to the end of it,” he says. “Go on and try.”  

 Mariam does not want to try, but she does want to listen to the stranger, 

the man named Jenks and taller than any man she has ever seen. He says that 

he is six foot six, but she knows that he’s lying because he stretches up and up. 

When he stood from the pavement, where she found him in a squat, it was as if 

the length of him, unrolling itself, would never end.  

 “Where are we going?” Jenks says. It is not the first time he has asked. 

Mariam has no destination, not a certain one. She imagines creating a place, a 

somewhere meaningful, a reason to move this quickly at this hour. But she finds 

that she can’t lie about this and ignores the question to chew at the end of a 

fingernail. She has grown her nails out long and used to enjoy tapping them 

against surfaces. But several have broken down to her fingertips, the skin there 
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ragged and dry. She frowns at these that should match the others. Douglas 

would laugh at this. He always said that beauty does not exist in wholes, but in 

parts. “It doesn’t all have to be great,” he told her once, “to be beautiful. You 

could have a lazy eye,” he said, “but a set of teeth that make you gorgeous.”  

Somehow, Mariam has drifted into the next lane, and she jerks the wheel 

to steady the car. Jenks lights a cigarette, puffs for a moment, and then hands it 

to Mariam. She does not smoke but is touched by this gesture and she puts the 

cigarette to her lips, looks for his eyes. “That’s nice,” she tells him.  

 He pulls another from his pocket, lights it for himself.  Mariam’s eyes begin 

to burn from the smoke, and she rubs the corner of one with a finger. She has 

been on this road for hours, but can feel Mississippi still, hovering, just behind.  

 “Don’t poke your eyes,” says Jenks. “You have germs on your hands. 

Kinds you’ve never even heard of.” He pushes his seat back but his legs, long 

and wonderful, are too much for this space and they remain bunched under the 

dash.  

 “You don’t know that,” Mariam says. “I could have disinfectant in here.” 

She reaches across those legs to tap the glove compartment.  

“Do you?” 

 “No. But you know nothing about me,” she says. It’s true, something he 

can’t deny. They met only tonight, when Mariam spotted him in front of a bar in 

Mobile. She stopped there for a sink to wipe her face and a quick shot of whiskey. 

She noticed Jenks as she walked to the door. He was oddly shaped, all angles 

and points, with a cigarette in his hand and one behind his ear. 

 “What were you doing on the curb?” Mariam asks him now.  

 “Laughing,” he says. “I suddenly saw myself there, some hunched thing 

with huge hands.” He thrusts his palm high under her nose. He is right; they are 

massive—thick pink palms, long fingers that would swallow her own.  “Waiting,” 

he continues. He pulls his hand away and Mariam wonders what it would feel like, 

if she could feel it at all, if he put that hand on her.  

 “I saw you coming,” he says. “I didn’t think you’d stop.”  
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 But Mariam knows already what he thought, and knows too that he was 

right. She wouldn’t have stopped, had never done such a thing before. It was his 

glance over at her, his eyes that darted across her face and away again, back 

down at the curb. She understood, in that moment, that she had been dismissed. 

He sat there, his height, the magnificent size of him mocking her, and she 

wanted to fly at him, to throw herself at him with fists and feet. But she managed 

to calm herself, to walk inside and order the whiskey that only reminded her, as it 

burned down her throat, of Douglas, who hated the stuff, who never drank 

anything but tall glasses of beer. Everything reminded her of Douglas, and she 

finished it quickly, made up her mind to do what the man on the curb would not 

expect. As she left the bar, she stooped and beckoned for him to join her.  

 “I was shocked,” he says now.  

 Mariam says, “I’m not so timid.”  

  “Why not?” Jenks cracks his window open to let the smoke blow out. 

“Some women should be timid,” he says. “It’s safer.”  He appears no older than 

Mariam herself, no poorer. His clothes look clean and expensive–collared shirt, 

leather shoes, jeans and a big watch with a black band. She thinks that he must 

buy his clothes at a shop that specializes in the very tall. She’d like to know why 

he is with her, why he has no one else. “My ride ditched me,” he explained when 

they met. “Got drunk and left me here. They’re on their way to Destin, where I 

was headed.” But this sounds like a lie to Mariam. 

 “I can smell the ocean,” he says now. “But I can’t see it in the dark.” He is 

staring out of the window, his back to her, and she notices a cluster of white hairs 

among the curls at the base of his head, just above his neck. It is a perfect oval–

a solid patch of white. Mariam has never seen a mark like this. She squints until 

he catches her staring. He touches the back of his head, but says nothing, and 

so Mariam speaks.   

 “I left my husband back there,” she says.  

 Jenks drops his hand from his hair. “Back where?” he says. 

 “Mississippi,” she tells him. “Jackson.” 
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 “You don’t seem married.” He points at her left hand on the steering wheel. 

“No ring.”  

 “I threw it in the ocean,” Mariam says. “Flung it way out there.” But the ring 

is in her pocket where it forms a small lump that she can feel, if she wants. “His 

girlfriend is Anita,” Mariam says. Anita is older than mountains77twenty years 

Douglas’s senior and not attractive, Mariam thinks, not smart, not anything but 

pregnant, at forty7seven, with his child. “She’s our neighbor,” Mariam says. “She 

made a pecan pie for me when we moved in.” 

 “How was it?” 

 “It was good,” Mariam says. “The best pecan pie I’ve ever had.” She 

remembers Anita that day, all matronly smiles and caresses. “But still,” she says, 

“she has a chest that sags and gray hair.”  

 “Sometimes,” says Jenks, “men like that.”  

 “Men like everything.” Mariam throws her hands up as she says this, and 

the car veers toward a line of palm trees on the shoulder.  

 “Give me a minute.” Jenks reaches, she thinks for the wheel, but he 

touches her arm. “I don’t know the whole story.”  

 “I’ll tell you,” Mariam says. “Listen. She’s no good. She came to my house. 

She found me in bed, woke me up. She told me how she was pregnant, how she 

never thought she could get pregnant at her age.”  

 “It’s not healthy,” says Jenks. “There could be complications.”  

 “What are you saying?” Mariam steps harder on the gas and they speed 

past condos, brightly lit against the dark strip of road. “You should be on my 

side,” she says. Mariam assumed, when she started this, that a stranger would 

listen. A stranger would sympathize–people are polite to those they first meet. 

And Jenks does not know Douglas or Anita or Mariam herself. His opinion 

couldn’t be based on anything real. He would hear Mariam’s story and 

understand, or say that he understood, which was just as good. But he refuses to 

act like she wants.  
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  “Do you see that?” Jenks says. He motions to the public beach parking lot. 

There are cars there and past them, people stumbling through sand.  “People 

don’t sleep in summer,” says Jenks.  

 “That’s not true,” Mariam says.  

 “Let’s stop,” he says. “I want to see the ocean in the dark.”    

             The idea appeals to her at once. She will take her shoes off, sink her feet 

into wet sand. It has been years since Mariam has been to the beach. As a child, 

there were trips here every summer and she remembers the bright sand and 

lumps of seaweed, itchy, inside of her swimsuit, the souvenirs–cheap jewelry 

made of polished shells, and big rubber sharks, and sand dollars strung up with 

shiny ribbon. There were boys too, on balconies above or below, calling out to 

her. They came in endless rows, up and down the strip of beach, burnt, smooth 

boys with boogie boards, footballs, white smiles. Some of them would kiss her 

and hold her hand, and the quick heat ran up her legs, between her thighs, and 

made her real.   

 Douglas made her feel that way too. It is why she fell for him. He came 

along, the first person in her adult life that brought her back and she was thirteen 

again–stuffed with emotions and moving through a world that thrilled her. At 

thirteen, curiosity controlled her and she slept little, rushed from moment to 

moment with an energy almost vicious. With Douglas, this interest reemerged. 

They ran all over Jackson together, made daily outings to each tiny museum—

the one about Agriculture and the one about the history of Mississippi, where 

they rolled around in the Women’s restroom, kissed one another’s arms and 

chests, until a group of school kids came in and found them there, half7dressed 

and panting against the dirty tile wall. They went also to the Petrified Forrest, and 

they touched the old, old trees, like glass, smooth and flat under their palms, and 

in the gift shop, Douglas bought Mariam a chunk of that pretty wood, and three 

sticks of green rock candy that they ate later at home, piled up together on the 

front porch swing. Other times, they would leave Jackson, drive the three hours 

down to New Orleans and walk all night through the streets. She remembers 

when, at a boutique in the French Quarter, Douglas found a long dress and 
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draped it over his head. It was made from stuff so thin that Mariam could see his 

eyes through the material. “Try this on for me,” he said. In the dressing room, it 

clung to her breasts, shimmered against her stomach and hips. “You’re a royal 

concubine in that,” Douglas told her. 

 Without him, she will become someone else, someone old and lethargic. 

She imagines herself in the years to come, a meticulous woman who grows 

plants and keeps candy in a cut glass bowl. Alone and old, she will have gray 

hair and sagging breasts like Anita and she too will search for someone young to 

fill her up.     

 She pulls the car into the public beach lot. The moon glows on the sand, 

turns it blue against the black water. They walk to the waves and Jenks steps in 

to his ankles. Mariam thinks of warning him of jellyfish, but stops herself. He will 

think she is afraid. She plunges in after him and throws herself against a wave. 

The water pours over her and is everywhere–it stings her eyes, swirls beneath 

her shorts and under her panties. She dunks her head into the surf and she 

hears nothing but the muffled slap of water. She wants to stay under, to live there 

forever beneath the foam and the moon. She holds her breath until she hears her 

pulse, the slow beat of her heart and she stands up choking, tasting salt. Jenks 

sits on the shore, dry and clean.  

 “Get in,” Mariam calls to him.    

 “Not at night,” says Jenks. “I couldn’t see my feet out there. I was in up to 

my shins and I couldn’t see them.”  

 “Is that important?” Mariam wades to him, joins him on the beach.  

 “It surprised me,” he says.   

  “Look,” Mariam says. She pushes her own feet into the sand, covers them, 

patting the sand all over, up to her ankles. “I can’t see mine. No big deal.”  

Jenks digs his elbow into her ribs and points. A woman sprawls in the 

sand only a few feet from them. “Has she been there this whole time?” he says.  

 The woman is awake. Her arms and legs move up and down rhythmically, 

as if she is making angels in the sand. She is alone; the people here earlier have 
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disappeared. Jenks stands, brushes the sand from his legs and walks over to the 

woman.  

 “I’m fine,” the woman says.   

 “Did you lose your ride?” says Jenks. “I lost mine earlier.” 

 Mariam joins them, sure that Jenks will offer a seat in her car to this 

stranger.  

 “I don’t have a ride,” says the woman. There’s sand in her hair and on her 

face, some crusted in the corners of her mouth, as if she has been eating it. 

Mariam decides that she lives in her clothes–they are tight, old, molded to her 

brown skin. She is older than they are by at least ten years and not alarmed to 

see them suddenly next to her. She sips from a plastic water bottle and spits.  

 “Are you going somewhere?” Jenks says.  

 “If I could,” she says, “I’d go to my sister in Panama City.”  

 “How did you get here?” Mariam says.  

 “I live here, honey.” The woman squints up at her, as if into a glaring sun. 

Her light eyes are shocking against that dark skin. She is a mermaid, Mariam 

tells herself. In daylight, she hides in the water, but comes out at night to hunt for 

crabs, for sea gulls. She can’t have fish because, half7fish herself, she feels akin 

to them. But sea gulls would be hard to catch, and the mermaid would have no 

bread crumbs to use as bait. There must be strategies, whole days spent in 

planning and failed attempts. The mermaid must be cunning to be alive at all. 

Mariam pictures her with a weapon fashioned from shells, wild and fierce as she 

strikes prey.  

 Before she knows it she is saying, “Come with us. We’ll take you as far as 

we can.”  

 They return to Mariam’s car. Sand sticks to her wet clothes and falls over 

the seat. Jenks does not offer the woman his seat in front, and she squeezes into 

the tiny back space of Mariam’s two7door coupe. “I’m Erica,” she says.  

 Mariam pulls the car onto the road. She can see the lights of the bridge to 

Florida, just ahead.  
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 “Erica, we’ve come a long way,” says Jenks. “All the way from 

Mississippi.” But Mariam found him in Alabama. She starts to correct him, but 

Erica is quicker.  

 “That’s not so far,” Erica says.  

 “I’m Douglas,” says Jenks. “This is my girlfriend, Anita.” He squeezes her 

shoulder, hangs his arm from her neck. Her body swells when he touches her, as 

if her insides, all liquid, have congealed at his touch. Before she can speak, he 

pops a cigarette into her mouth and holds a lighter to it. 

 “Suck on it, Anita,” he says. “Don’t you know what you’re doing?” Mariam 

puckers her lips, swallows furiously and spits the cigarette onto Jenks’s leg, 

where it burns a mark into his jeans. He snatches it quickly without comment, 

pushes it back into Mariam’s mouth. His hand tickles her neck and she is small 

under its weight. That hand could wrap itself around the width of her, could ball 

her up if it wanted. 

 “We’ve had a bad scene, Erica,” Jenks says. “A real bad mess back in 

Jackson.”  

 “I’ve had some of those,” Erica says.   

 “Should we tell her?” Jenks asks Mariam.  

 Mariam cannot throw him off of her, is unable to shout the truth at Erica. 

The urge to act this part overwhelms her. She can be Anita only once. She will 

never get the chance again. “Tell her whatever you want,” she says.  

  “But Erica should tell us something about herself first,” says Jenks.  

 “No,” Erica says. “I won’t.”  

 “Why not?” Jenks says.  

  Mariam glances at her in the mirror, sees her drop her head onto the back 

of the seat behind them. “I don’t have to,” Erica says. “Wasn’t part of the deal.”    

 “No, it wasn’t,” Mariam says. If the woman told her story, she would 

change it, tell them that she had a job once, and a child or two, a husband maybe. 

She would say that she was alone in the world but happy enough, with the beach 

and movies, a little money now and then, phone calls from her kids. There would 

be no mention of seagulls–gutted, seasoned with spices stolen from a local fish 
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house, eaten raw. No mention either of the snap of their bones, their wild taste, 

and the dark crust of dried blood left beneath Erica’s fingernails. If Mariam asked 

about this, Erica would feign shock, or disgust, and she would deny it all.  

 “Do you want to know about us?” Jenks says.  

 “Of course,” Erica says. “You can start with this.” She taps the back of his 

head, at the white patch of hair.    

 “It’s a story,” he says. “Someone hit me there.” He touches the spot as he 

speaks. “Left a big sore, and when the hair grew back, it was like this, all white.”  

Jenks takes the cigarette from Mariam and drags, blows out a thick stream of 

smoke that clouds the windshield. “My wife’s name is Mariam,” he says. “She’s 

on the run.”  

 “Yes,” Mariam says. “Running from us.”  

 Erica says, “Are you chasing her?”  

 “No,” says Jenks. “We’re headed the opposite direction.”  

 “Because we hate her,” Mariam says.  

 “We don’t hate her.” 

 “Hate, hate, hate her.” Mariam slaps the wheel with her palm as she says 

this. “How would you know?” And yet, she herself doesn’t know. She struggles to 

become Anita, searches for an emotion, a desire to absorb, to make her own. 

She has lived next to the woman for four years, but all she can remember about 

her now is that she is old, that she is pregnant, that she is somehow more 

attractive than Mariam herself. “Mariam,” says Mariam, “attacked me.”  

 Jenks tilts his head toward hers. “She did,” he says.  

 “She hit me,” Mariam says. “When I told her I was pregnant with her 

husband’s baby, she hit me.”  

 “In the face,” says Erica.  

But it was not Anita’s face that offended Mariam. Her face had nothing to 

do with it. “In the stomach,” Mariam says. “She hit me in the stomach, and then 

she kicked me.” She sees herself as she was then, how she ripped open Anita’s 

shirt to get to her belly, how she climbed on top of her, drove her heels down 

onto her stomach. The skin there, under Mariam’s bare feet, was soft and 
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slippery, and Mariam had almost fallen. Anita tried get away from her, to jump 

from the bed and run, but she could not dodge the quick legs and the hands that 

held her back, that tore at her eyes and her hair. Mariam warms to her role now. 

She knows about losing a child. Anita took what should have been Mariam’s. 

Anita took her baby, and so Mariam tried to take it back.    

 Jenks puts his lips to Mariam’s ear. “Say what happened next,” he says. 

Mariam jumps at his voice. So close to her, it is no longer his own. It is soft, 

something low that bumbles around inside of her head and sounds exactly like 

Douglas. The imitation is startling. But then, it couldn’t be an imitation. Jenks has 

never heard her husband speak. “Tell us,” he says.  

 “You came in,” says Mariam. “I was out. Unconscious by this time. You 

tried to grab Mariam, to keep her from hurting herself. She was crazy. But you 

hugged her. You squeezed her so tight that she couldn’t move anymore and then 

you kissed her until she was exhausted.”  

 Erica scoots up to the backs of their seats. “That’s impossible,” she says.  

 “No,” Jenks says. “That’s what I did.”  

 “Tell her why you did it,” Mariam says.  

 “She was beautiful,” he says. “With her wet face, hair everywhere, all 

over.” He reaches for Mariam’s hair, arranges it around her face and down her 

back. “Like that,” he says. “And she was feeling something then. Really feeling 

something.”  

 He is so like Douglas now that Mariam can stand it no longer–his lips that 

brush her ear, his words, his long fingers against her scalp. She bites her lip, and 

then screams—a dry, cracked sound that stings her throat, makes her cough, 

and she takes her hands from the wheel to shove Jenks away. But he remains 

locked around her neck. Mariam slams her foot on the break and swings the car 

over to the shoulder. She yanks the parking break so hard that her head snaps 

back, and then, she throws her door open, rolls as the hits the ground, rocks and 

dirt in her face, on her chest, her bare legs. When she stops, she is on her back 

and she turns her head from the car and Jenks inside of it. She lies this way, her 

arms thrown over her face, her breath pooling up warm against them. If she 
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could stay like this, just like this, perhaps she could forget it all, everything back 

there behind her. But she hears doors opening, feet stepping onto the ground, 

and when she peeks from beneath her arms, what she sees is Erica, Erica’s 

eyes77white slits, glaring down at her.  

Mariam says, “I know about you.” She sits up, pulls her legs to her chest. 

“I know what you are.”  

Erica sips again from her bottle of water, spits onto the grass. “You know 

nothing,” she says. She turns, walks quickly along the shoulder of the road, arms 

locked by her sides. Mariam watches as she disappears, and wants to call her 

back, to scream at her, to tell her that she hasn’t fooled anyone at all. But then, 

Jenks is there, just next to her.  

“You froze up,” he says. “You couldn’t handle it.” He sits beside her in the 

grass, stretches his legs out in front of him. Out here, so close, she smells him—

a blend of cigarettes and soap and sweat, and it occurs to her all at once that she 

could make him leave too, if she wanted. She doesn’t belong to him and so she 

could make him leave. She could pick up strangers all over the country. She 

could live nowhere and offer rides to anywhere. Headed to Ohio, someone might 

say, and Mariam could open the car door. I’m going that way too. And in Ohio, 

she could find someone else, someone new, and drive with that person until she 

replaced that one with another, and another. She could live her life like that, from 

drifter to drifter, some hitch hiker savior. Wanderers would know her, would spot 

her car from miles off.  

“You could’ve given me whip lash,” Jenks says. He rolls his head around 

on his neck. “Might have strained something.”  

Mariam presses her palm on the back of his head. “How did you do that?” 

she says. “You were just like him.”  

“No, I wasn’t,” Jenks says. “You only think so.”  

He is lying again. Mariam’s fingers slip through his hair to tug at the curls 

where, she guesses, the white patch would be. “Does it ever hurt?” she says.  

             “It’s a birth mark,” he says. “It’s been there ever since I had hair. Doctors 

didn’t know what to make of it.”  
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 “It’s a mystery,” Mariam says.  

 Jenks pulls away from her, stands. From where she sits, beneath him, he 

is taller than ever, a giant pole of a man, long arms dangling at his sides. She 

drops her head all the way back to look up at him. “Where are you going?” she 

says.  

 “I don’t know.” He moves a few feet away, stops. “I have no idea.”  

“Don’t leave.” The grass scratches her thighs and she stands, brushes the 

dirt from her legs. “Stay with me,” she says.  

“I can’t,” he says. “I have to go sometime.”  

Mariam’s clothes, still damp from the ocean, cling to her body as she 

steps close to him. Both standing, the top of her head reaches only his chest. 

She throws her arms around his waist. “Go sometime,” she says. “But not yet.” 

She presses her face into his stomach, feels his pulse there, against her cheek.  

“You think you can make me stay.” His hands still hang at his sides.  

She does not answer, but her fingers play at his stomach. She runs her 

hands over his shirt, unbuttons it, and breathes there, against his bare chest. His 

skin is hot, and she feels with her tongue its smooth expanse, tight across the 

muscles. He has been Douglas once, and she Anita. There is history there 

between them. But he is not Douglas now, and also not the Jenks he was back in 

the car. Now, he is like his voice, solid and firm, a great, dark column that Mariam 

must explore. She begins to climb him, grabbing his arms and wrapping her legs 

around his knees. The length of his body is something new, and she pants into 

his neck, almost up to his face now. She will touch it all. She will get to the top of 

him, and then, she will know what to do next.  

 

 

   

 

    

  

  



�

�
��

�	����	� 

 

 

Larkin watches from her bedroom window as they slip into view: a pair of 

heads, thin arms parting weeds. They stop, a man and a woman, and slouch 

together against the trunk of a tree. Larkin’s window is open, the curtains pulled 

back. She pushes her face up to the screen, gambles they won’t look, gambles 

she won’t scare them off. Each night for months she has sat up to watch the dark 

and never, until now, has anyone stumbled out of it. 

 Her clock chimes half past two AM. A loud, shrill note but, though the walls 

in her apartment are thin, the neighbor’s snoring goes on uninterrupted. Pratt, the 

neighbor—he moved in only two months ago and already she knows: he won’t 

wake up to see this. He is not a night7owl. Not a watcher. Rather, he is a 

paralegal and not much to him. Regular as the sun, Pratt.  

 “I’ll tell you what, Pratt,” she says. “This is something.” She often talks to 

him, when she knows he can’t hear. He sleeps and she tells him things—about 

her brother, who disappeared seven months back, how his body was never found. 

About her mother and father, crippled with grief, how they fled Jackson for 

Europe and sent her a postcard: �+�������		��������,���"	����	���
���
��

��������"��"���So far, they haven’t had the chance. “What do you think of that?” 

Larkin has asked Pratt, because she knows he will not answer, he does not hear.  

She props her elbows on the window sill. Below, they’ve changed their 

positions. The man squats at the foot of the tree, his head thrown back, mouth 

open like he’s gulping air, guzzling the night. There’s a lot of moon, a clear view. 

He is thin, very pale with the moon glowing against his white7blonde hair. He 

would be perfect in a painting, a sylph, half7submerged in water and his limbs all 

naked and white. Perfect but up to no good. Getting into trouble down there in 

the dark. And the girl, posed above him, hands on her slim hips, a lot of smooth 

leg showing. A pretty girl, so tall, nothing like Larkin herself who is small with 

short limbs. Both would tower over her, if she were down there with them.  
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But she’s not down there but here, above. Warm air floats in through the 

screen, sweet, damp air, so thick it slows them down, slows everything down, 

and the trill of a giggle, the wet slap of a kiss must swim through that air, a ten 

second delay before they drift up to Larkin. The man whispers something; the girl 

laughs, answers. Words Larkin can’t make out. She would like for them to stay a 

long time, would like to sit safe in her room and watch them until the dark grows 

thin, loses out to morning.  

But they’ll want to leave before long. The smell will get them. It should’ve 

gotten them already. It’s not a nice place, where she lives—on the upper floor of 

a quadraplex, the whole bottom floor too run7down for occupants. Down there, in 

the empty space, it smells strongly of cat urine and rotted wood, of mildew and 

mushrooms flourishing in the damp. It smells of something else too, something 

ripe and foul that, instinctively, Larkin avoids. Others must detect it, avoid it as 

well, for no one lingers there. This couple—what a rarity they are. A fluke.  

“Look at that,” Larkin says. They’re dancing down there, under the moon. 

Dancing to the constant rhythm of the crickets and frogs, a rasping, throaty music 

that rises and falls, undisturbed by the occasional screech of a cat, the hum of a 

passing car. Larkin’s brother, his name was Clem. He was two years older than 

her and would’ve been thirty, Pratt’s age now. He liked the frogs, the sound of 

them droning. “Monotonous,” he called it. “Better than the noise we make. They 

don’t get worked up.” He hated emotion, the spectacle of it, the noise and “idiotic 

jumping around.” Dancing. Men should never dance, he warned her. He was 

always warning her. “Only a man caught by love will dance,” he said.  “And never 

trust a man in love.”   

And the man down there dances like he’s done it often before, like he’s 

always in love. He leads the girl up and down the lawn, spins her, dips her down 

so low that her hair falls into the grass. Larkin remembers how it felt to be 

restless, wanting to move her legs around, her arms. At her window, she’s very 

still. The sheets, draped over her shoulders, are sticky and the room dark, warm. 

Cramped. With a sudden swift motion, she throws the sheets onto the bed and 

stands, blood tingling in her stiff legs. The floor is smooth, cool beneath her bare 
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feet and she sways back and forth, a tentative, embarrassed swaying, a shifting 

of weight from one leg to the other. Not how she remembers dancing, as a child. 

Back then she danced with Clem. It was okay for a boy to dance when he was 

still only a boy. They held hands and spun in the den of their childhood home, 

spun as fast as they could so they could fall back on the floor and watch the 

room spin around all on its own. 

But her legs won’t wake up, the muscles too tight. She thinks: something’s 

wrong with my legs, and then a crash comes from the other side of the wall. She 

ducks, arms covering her head, sure that finally the building is caving in and that 

she has caused it. Then, “Holy Jesus!” she hears, from behind Pratt’s wall. Only 

Pratt, after all, Pratt falling in sleep. Maybe he fell right off the bed, slammed his 

head. But he’s never done that before. And how loud he is—clabbering over the 

floor with his heavy limbs.  

She should keep very quiet, not move, but she grips the sill with both 

hands and brings her head slowly up, up. They’re leaving. The man’s arm is 

circled round the girl’s waist and he hurries her along the street, glancing back at 

Larkin’s window as he goes. They must have seen; they must have heard Pratt 

hitting the floor. Or her own ridiculous legs stomping around up here. She vows: 

she will never dance again. Nothing good can come of it.  

And now they won’t come back. She imagines the forthcoming nights, 

nothing to watch but the lone walker, the kid or two weaving drunkenly down the 

street—shapes that refuse to distinguish themselves, that pass by and are gone. 

She grabs a pair of jeans from her dresser, shoves her feet into sandals. Down 

the outer stairs, she moves slowly, carefully. Near the bottom, she is hit with the 

stench of abandoned space—not really abandoned because sometimes there 

are animals here, cats and possums, bugs and lizards that leave their own smell 

behind, wild smells of filth and fluid and all of it tinged with the sweetish, ripe odor 

that, like always, makes Larkin’s chest tighten, her eyes glaze over. And like 

always, she hurries down the last few steps, hurries out into the yard.  

Down the street, in the opposite direction from which they came, her 

couple lope along with their arms intertwined. They’re far enough off not to hear 
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her, and she starts after them. As she walks, she tries to focus only on their 

backs, their rhythm, the dip and sway of their bodies moving. But the slap of her 

own too7big sandals distracts her; she thinks of what’s out here, everything she 

doesn’t know. She hasn’t ventured out at night in months.  

Not since Clem. They don’t know what happened to Clem. He was living in 

a different part of Mississippi when he disappeared, on the coast. Exactly what 

happened, or how, they don’t know. That’s what her parents said, when they 

phoned to tell her. “It doesn’t make sense”—her father’s voice not his voice, 

deeper than his voice, more forceful and in fact she thought, when she answered, 

that it was Clem calling.  “Lark,” her father said. It was so late, like now. But that 

was okay, because Clem worked at the Grand Casino; it was his job to stay up 

all night. “What now?” she said, before she understood that it wasn’t Clem calling, 

that Clem was gone. Just gone, all his clothes and furniture still in his apartment, 

his car in the parking lot. And what the police fixated on: drops of blood in the 

bathroom, blood on the kitchen tile. 

“Maybe he ran off,” Larkin said to her parents. He could have done it, 

telling no one. He trusted no one completely, not even her and there were lots of 

things he didn’t tell her, she knew. She heard it in the warnings he gave, like he 

was ashamed of himself: “Men are no good, Lark. Cold7bellied bastards, every 

one of us.” He had women—none he admitted to loving—and what he did with 

them, he never said. Maybe he ran from them. A place with less heat is where 

he’d go. A British countryside, or Scotland, Ireland. Sprawled in grass in front of a 

tiny cottage, a glass of dark beer in his hand. She should want that for him. And 

yet, what she has admitted to no one: she would rather his body was found. If 

there was a body she wouldn’t have to remind herself that he will never warn her 

of anything again.  

But she’ll have to pick up her pace or she’ll lose the couple. Her legs work 

better now, air and motion stretching them out. She steps lightly, to quiet her 

sandals, shakes her hair from her forehead. There’s not much wind, the whole 

street calm, motionless. The moon glows on her arms and she is glad, suddenly, 

to be in a tank top, to expose so much skin to the thick night air. Ahead of her, 
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they turn onto Belhaven Street. They pass old houses, massive ones with giant 

pillars and smaller ones, wedged between. Here, there are oaks with branches 

swooped low over yards, moss dangling from limbs, magnolia trees, dogwoods 

with their white blossoms like tiny lights in the dark. It must be after three in the 

morning by now, and yet there are people out on this street. A group of college7

age kids hang out on the porch of a small house, glass bottles of beer in their 

hands, empty bottles lined up on the porch railing. Two have guitars and strum 

half7heartedly; three girls rock together on a wooden swing. One of them, a boy 

with a ball cap and dirty jeans, calls to Larkin as she passes.  

“What’s your name, honey?”  

She says nothing, clenches her jaw, walks on. Clem would not approve of 

what she’s doing. A woman alone in the middle of the night.  

The laughter and music fade off. Finally, the couple stops in front of a 

giant old home—a historic home with a plaque mounted on the iron gate out front. 

Larkin stops too, far back, and in the sudden overwhelming quiet: heavy steps, 

behind her. She spins around and a shape darts into the shadow of a tree.  

Blood moves fast through her legs, her arms, tells her to run. She squints 

at the tree but can make nothing out its shadow.  

The couple are on the move again. Faster now, which is fine with Larkin. 

She can move faster too. But not as fast as she’d like—the damned sandals 

skidding all over. She vows never to wear sandals again. She is no longer glad of 

her bare shoulders. It’s not safe, what she’s doing. People are stabbed here, in 

downtown Jackson. Raped. Shot. But she tells herself: if she keeps her couple in 

sight, she’ll be okay. She could scream loud enough to get their attention. But 

she hasn’t screamed in a long time and could be nothing would come out.   

 They walk on, Larkin far enough back to let her shoes scrape the street: a 

steady scuff, scuff, building up rhythm until, again, a thud somewhere behind. 

She thinks of running, throwing herself headlong at the couple. “Someone 

following me.” But she is following them. Sweat pricks her underarms; sweat 

makes her itch, and the rustle behind, closing in, then a deep, dramatic in7suck of 

breath. Warmth blooms inside her chest, a flush starting up her neck because 
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she knows the sound, has heard at least three times a day through the wall. A 

yawn, Pratt’s.  

 Right beside her now, Pratt. His hair oily, messy from bed, his gray eyes 

cut sideways at her. Mouth in a half7smile. “Did I scare you?” he says. Most 

certainly Pratt, wearing his usual off7day clothes, gray tee shirt too tight across 

his broad shoulders, ragged jeans, worn boots. He tips his head back to finish a 

beer, tosses the empty can into a yard. “What are you doing?” he says.  

 The couple is so far off they’re only dim shapes up ahead. Without 

thinking, Larkin begins to follow them again, walking slower alongside Pratt.  

 “I couldn’t sleep,” he says. He rubs the back of his neck with his hand. 

“Heard you leave. Thought, that’s weird. She never goes anywhere.”  

She’s supposed to say something now. She hasn’t spoken much to him 

directly, though often he encourages her. They meet by accident, on the stairs or 

out in the lawn, and he tries to get her talking: “You know what that lady did who 

lived here before?” he once said. “Left all her underclothes in the bathroom 

cabinet. Some of them stained too.” But Larkin resists him, never says much 

back. “Nice out,” is her usual reply.  

“Nice night,” she says now, because he’s waiting for her to do to her part. 

Give and take, a conversation.  

“Too hot,” Pratt says. “Sticky. How come you never sleep?”  

It is hot. Too much out here blocking her in, too many trees, too much 

honeysuckle rotting sweet in the air. What is Pratt saying now? Something about 

her, something he shouldn’t know. She stalls, shakes hair from her eyes, tilts her 

face half7toward him. She decides on a question: “Don’t you have to work 

tomorrow?”  

He pokes her in the ribs, something he’s never done before—touched her. 

“Tomorrow is Memorial Day, dear,” he says. “Are you going to tell me where 

you’re going?”  

Ahead, the man and woman slow down and then they round the corner of 

a house and drop out of sight. Immediately, Larkin tries to run after them—
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sandals flapping around, legs like dream7limbs, water7logged. One of her sandals 

flies off and hits the street behind her.  

“Hey,” Pratt says. “What’ve you got against me?” He comes up alongside 

her, dangling her sandal from its strap.   

“I’ve got somewhere to be,” she says.  

 “Where?”  

“There.” She points at the house into which the couple has disappeared. 

She’s never been inside it, a dusty brick house with dark windows, a narrow door 

and the pulse of bass, as they approach.  

“After hours bar,” Pratt says.  

A man with a bony face sits on a metal folding chair outside the door, a 

flashlight in one hand and a book open on his lap. He glances up at them, marks 

his place with a piece of string. “Cover is ten a person,” he says.  

“Holy Jesus,” Pratt says. He thrusts a twenty at the man.  

“Don’t pay for me.” 

“Already did.” 

Inside, they stand in a foyer of some kind, nothing in it but a staircase 

leading down into more dark. They start down, Pratt in front, and music booms 

louder with each step. When they reach the bottom, they open another door and 

are inside the bar now, blue light, dark bodies packed close together, a plump 

black woman in an orange dress onstage, singing over the squeal of saxophones, 

guitars.  

 It is too dim, too crowded. Larkin is too short. She follows Pratt through 

the mass of bodies, damp hot skin smacking into her. People, giddy with liquor, 

push in front of her, tear her from Pratt. And he’s gone now too, swallowed up in 

the noise. She stops, but can’t stop because she is pushed along from behind, 

pushed along with the crowd. A fingernail scratches her neck; something cold 

and wet drips onto her bare arm. Someone’s drink probably, but for a moment 

she is sure it comes out of them, out of the crowd, an icy liquid oozing up from 

inside. The core of them. Strangers. She could try it now, a scream. But no one 

would hear and somehow she’s shrinking—all the heads looming above. Her skin 
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is tight too, like what’s beneath it has swollen up. She thinks, something’s wrong 

with my skin, an allergic reaction. Palms going cold and numb and then, a rough 

hand squeezes hers, drags her to a small open space in a corner.  

“You’re too dainty for this place,” Pratt says, his mouth close to her ear. 

Somehow, he has found a beer already and gulps half of it down.  

She leans her back against the wall, breathes deep the smells of sweat 

and dirty hair, whiskey, the sweet7incense odor of clove cigarettes.  

 “Here.” Pratt hands her his beer and she sips. The music stops briefly, 

song at an end, and the crowd whistles and claps. A new song begins, 

something fast and hard. Pratt presses her close, his breath hot against her 

cheek, and says “Let’s dance.”  

“No.” But she doesn’t pull away. “I won’t ever dance again.”  

He slits his gray eyes at her, shakes his shoulders around. “It’s fun,” he 

says. “Come on. Just for a lark.” And he grins at his pun.  

She starts to tell him that he’s got it wrong, that’s not the expression, but 

he wraps both arms around her waist. There’s not much room but they’re 

dancing now. Wiggling up close to each other, her cheek against his chest. He 

takes her hand and spins her out, spins her into other dancers, other bodies and 

back to his own again. They twirl, Larkin gasping breath through her mouth and 

soon her side aches and behind Pratt, the couple, the man and woman from the 

yard, are spinning too. The girl’s blouse flutters up at the hem; the man’s white7

blonde hair blows back from his forehead and his mouth opens, shiny pointed 

teeth bared. A snarl, and somehow his girl doesn’t notice. She claps her hands 

and laughs, kisses his cheek, doesn’t see the gleam of sharp teeth, the lips 

pulled back wider and wider. They dance close to Larkin and Pratt, and when 

Pratt spins her out again, the girl’s long hair sweeps across Larkin’s face, strands 

in her eyes, brushing her nose. She inhales, sucks hairs into her mouth and the 

taste is sweet, like cinnamon, honey.  

Then Pratt pulls her away, pulls her back, his face so close and his mouth 

open too, his crooked front teeth showing. Around them mouths everywhere 

open; the room is full of teeth. Larkin tries to break free from Pratt, from the 
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crowd, but there’s no room. No opening in the wall of flesh and hungry dancing 

bodies. So many men desperate with love here, what Clem would say. Foolish 

and desperate, like the thousands of gamblers he served every night at the 

casino. It scared him, that much desire. “It’s something, Lark,” he said. “The ones 

on the slots are worst of all. This one old guy tonight with his hand broken up 

from pounding the machine. They said he couldn’t stop, not even when he 

snapped a bone.”  

Music beats faster, pounds, floor beneath her vibrating from the weight of 

so many legs. She’s swept right up in it—no choice but to dance. But that girl, 

how oblivious to it all she seems. Larkin must warn her. When Pratt dances her 

close again, Larkin grabs the girl by the wrist. The girl twists her head around, 

still smiling, her big round eyes on Larkin. This close, her face is shockingly 

young—full round cheeks, baby smooth skin. She couldn’t be more than sixteen. 

“Watch out for him,” Larkin says.  

 “What?” the girl yells.  

 “Watch out for him!” Larkin’s palm is sweating, the girl’s arm slipping from 

her grasp. “Watch out for them!”  

 But the girl only smiles wider with her pretty mouth, nods like she’s heard 

and twirls away. And now it’s the man beside Larkin, the back of his head, a long 

white neck shiny with sweat. They smack into one another, all four of them: 

Larkin and Pratt, the man and his girl. A brief collision, Larkin’s face pressed right 

into the man’s neck, and she gags, falls back into Pratt’s arms. Gagging and 

choking, she claws at Pratt’s hands, ducks beneath his arm and, hand over her 

mouth, stumbles into the wall.  

The song ends and the bodies stop dancing. The woman onstage bows. 

Through the crowd, Pratt is saying something to the couple. Easy, like he knows 

them, and then the crowd closes in, blocks him from view. She moves along the 

wall—even the wall damp, sweating77until she is at the door. Through the door, 

up the stairs and, mercifully, out in the night. She drops her hands onto her 

knees, bends over with her head toward the ground.  
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“You going to vomit, do it down there.” The bony7faced man points across 

the street. “I mean it, baby. Move.”  

Her chest heaves. She spits onto the street, then straightens up, shakes 

the hair from her face. “I’m not going to vomit.”  

“Too much to drink,” he says.  

But she has had almost nothing. It wasn’t alcohol that did it, not the few 

swallows of Pratt’s beer that made her stomach cramp up and her eyes water. It 

was what she smelled when she bumped into the couple, into the man. Pouring 

from his skin, like sweat, the pungent, ripe odor from the abandoned apartment 

downstairs. She would bury herself in honeysuckle now, if it would rid her nose of 

that stench.  

She sits on the curb, wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. Behind her, 

the door bursts open. “Holy Jesus,” Pratt says. He drops beside Larkin on the 

curb. “I haven’t danced like that in forever.” He’s sweating, his hair stuck to his 

forehead in dark wet curls.  

“How do you know him?” Larkin says.   

“Who?” 

“The blonde man down there.” She shudders, spits again onto the street. 

“The one with the big teeth.”  

“Him? I’ve seen him around, is all.”  

She looks right into his wide gray eyes. For a moment, he only looks back. 

Then he stands and offers his hand to help her up. Her feet ache, the left 

especially, the big toe blistering, and she moves slow down the street, beside 

Pratt. She glances over her shoulder every few steps. The door to the bar is still 

shut, the man still on his chair with his book held up to his face, the title now clear: 

�����	����	������#�����(�����, is what he’s reading. Behind the book, his teeth 

must show too. Canines and molars snapping at the pages. Hounds.  

She can’t stop looking, is sure at any moment the rest of the pack will spill 

through the door and hunt them down, she and Pratt both.  

“What are you looking at?”  
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“Nothing.” She limps on her left foot, pain flaring up in her toes with each 

step. She makes it to the end of Belhaven street and stops finally. In someone’s 

yard, she rests against the trunk of a tree and takes her shoes off.  

Pratt sits in the grass at her feet. He picks a purple flower, twirls the stem 

between his finger and thumb. “He’s no good,” he says. “Not a nice guy.”  

Larkin only stares at him.  

“That blonde guy.” He shreds the flower, purple smudging his fingers. “I 

mean, don’t go after that guy. Forget about him.”  

“Why would I go after him?”  The house behind them is dark, quiet. It must 

be after four in the morning. The paper boy will come by soon. Early7risers will be 

up with their coffee. No sign of the sun, and yet it’s coming.  

“Went after him tonight, didn’t you? I saw him down there, and you 

following.”  

“You don’t know much,” Larkin says.  

“More than you think.” He tickles her ankle with the flower’s bent stem. 

“You don’t sleep at night. I don’t either.”  

She could say nothing, make him do all the work. But it’s the longest she 

has kept it going, so, “Yes, you do,” she says.    

“Another thing,” he continues, “you’ve got no family in Jackson anymore.”  

She sits up, pushes hair from her eyes. She hasn’t told him this, not when 

he could’ve heard it.  

“Your parents are gone to England,” he says.  

“Spain.” Her neck itches, like a bug is crawling there. She swats at air, 

glances again over her shoulder at the empty street and dark windows.  

“Right. Spain,” he says. He falls back on the grass with his hands linked 

beneath his head. “And your brother. Something happened to your brother.”   

 The grass is damp, wonderful, between her toes. All around them, crickets 

hum, hidden somewhere in the weeds. The frogs too are murmuring down in the 

ditches. The night is cooler now, and they’re the only ones out here to enjoy it. 

Yet, there’s something coming. Something bearing down on them. “I never told 

you that,” she says.   
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“Sure you did.” Then, his voice low, “I wasn’t asleep really. I was faking.”  

 It’s her turn again, and her mouth opens but what comes out is too loud, a 

strident pitch, cracked, shrill and not at all like the frogs. Pratt claps his hand over 

her mouth.  

“You’ll get us arrested,” he says. His hand mashes her lips against her 

teeth and she thinks of snapping at him like a dog. It’s happening now, what 

Clem warned her of. But not like how he warned because he never mentioned 

the overwhelming urge to pounce on the sweet warm body close to hers. To 

straddle Pratt in the grass, inhale him.  

He takes his hand from her mouth, says, “Come on now. You knew.”  

Had she known? She can’t tell, can’t clear her mind. She is dizzy, giddy 

with night air and the salty taste of his hand. He starts to stand but she tugs him 

to her, kisses him quickly, one hard smack on his wet mouth. It’s not enough but 

she pushes him away. Grass sticks to her clothes when she stands, and she 

brushes at her jeans. The dark is dying off, turning purple at the horizon. The 

frogs drone on and she knows they will continue long after the sun has come out, 

long after she has gone, finally, to bed.  

They head back, both of them walking quickly now—to beat the sun. 

“I used to sleep outside,” Pratt says. “All the time in the army.”   

She knows nothing about him, after all.  

“I was stationed in Biloxi for a while,” he says.  

“My brother lived there,” Larkin says. “Clem.”  Clem, who was afraid. All 

his life so afraid and, in the end, it made no difference.  

“The coast is weird,” Pratt says. “Weird people down there. Too much 

water in the air. Everyone walking around bloated looking.”  

They reach their yard. Pratt yawns. It’s contagious and Larkin yawns too, 

inhaling deeply and the foul odor hits her tongue. A yellow smell, putrid, stronger 

as they move through the yard and reach the foot of the stairs.  

 “What is it?” she says, but Pratt is trying to kiss her again. He pushes his 

face into hers, his mouth on her and the stench in the air and so much her body 

wants to do to him, even among that stench. She gags at herself, gags into his 
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mouth. He steps back, his gray eyes slit at her, a gleaming line of wet across his 

upper lip.  

 “I thought it was okay,” he says.  

 “There’s something rotting down there,” she says, pointing. “Something 

dead.”   

“What? The smell?” He shrugs. “A raccoon, probably.”  

Larkin walks around to the back of the stairs, to the abandoned units—

cracked window panes, torn shades, broken glass in front of a door. She has 

never come this close. One of the windows is missing a shade, and she stoops to 

peer through the glass. Inside are floor boards covered in grit, piles of animal 

droppings, and alone in the middle of the room, a lady’s elegant high7heeled 

shoe. Some furniture remains as well, dark shapes towering in corners. There 

could be other things back there77a good place to hide, to disappear. And the 

smell hovering over it all—she should’ve recognized it before. It’s the same as 

when the rat died under the porch of her childhood home. It stank for weeks and 

they couldn’t get at it—its small corpse lodged too far in a corner for anyone to 

reach. But she could see it back there, in the beam of her flashlight, its eyes 

blank and open, fur matted, squashed. And if she touched it, she knew how it 

would feel. She had felt a dead body once, at her grandmother’s funeral. She 

kissed the stiff cheek and could never forget how rough and dry it was, like 

sandpaper. What the dead feel like, sandpaper. She cried then, when she knew. 

But not Clem and when he heard her, sniffling beside him, he clenched his jaw, 

said: “Shut it, Lark. It does no good.”   

Pratt comes up behind her, touches her arm. “You want me to look for it? I 

could get rid of it.”  

“No,” she says. “Don’t go in there.” 

 They go up the stairs, Pratt in front, wood creaking from their weight. 

Larkin thinks: wherever Clem’s body is, at least no one will touch it.  
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A week after the panther escapes from the exotic zoo in Magee, the 

chewed remains of animals turn up in ditches along the highway. Possums and 

rabbits, raccoons with their thick, ringed tails stiffened with blood. Pets too—a 

couple of half7eaten dogs, three mangled house cats. But when an eight7year old 

boy goes missing, just outside the county line, the city of Jackson takes notice. 

There is talk, so much talk, heated, frantic. Everywhere mouths working hot, lips 

puffed and jaws aching with the strain of it, a frenzy of talk.  

Florrie, having lunch in a downtown café, wants to talk too.  

“I wish you wouldn’t.” Her sister Wynn sits beside her at the table, a fat 

baby slumped in her lap. It is mid7afternoon, a Saturday. They sit at an outdoor 

table because Florrie says she likes the breeze, though it’s summer in 

Mississippi and the air heavy and stagnant as death. Though both of them suffer 

from sensitive skin and are prone to rashes, hives.  

A copy of ����&����	�-����� is spread between them. Florrie runs her 

finger over the headline: �������������������&	���� “Imagine it,” Florrie says. 

“Being eaten. The cold eyes of an animal the last thing you see.” But she knows 

it’s useless to say this. She knows exactly how Wynn will respond.  

 “You’re being morbid,” Wynn says.  

 “But aren’t you nervous?”  

“No.” Wynn bounces the baby in her lap, making the fat jiggle around its 

slack mouth. “We’ll stay far away from there, won’t we?” She pushes her bottom 

lip out in a pout, says, “My poor little guy.”  

Florrie is used to this kind of talk. Wynn has taken to feeling sorry for the 

baby, and also for her first child Cissy, since her husband ran off two months ago. 

Up and gone, Wynn explained it, out of nowhere.  

“It’s not a panther,” Florrie says. “There’s no such thing.”  

“Of course there is.” Wynn blinks down at her water glass.  
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“No.” Florrie fights an urge to snap at her, to pound her fist to get her 

attention. “It’s just a myth. It’s what they call any breed of big cat, if it’s black.”  

Florrie has done her research. In fact, she’s done little else these past several 

weeks. Truth is, she saw the panther, there in the woods. She was out there, not 

alone, her back pressed to the broad trunk of a tree and it came to her all at once 

that something wasn’t right. A feeling she’d had before, a feeling that had nothing 

to do with who she was with, what she was doing. It was urgent, painful, a sharp 

stitch beneath her ribs, like voodoo. Something not right and she stood there, 

swallowed in dark, her eyes open wide and darting from tree to tree and then she 

saw it. She is sure that she saw it—the sleek black head, eyes glowing evil 

through a tangle of tree limbs, bushes. She felt then that it was not a panther, but 

something far worse.  

But she can’t explain this to Wynn, who won’t understand. Wynn is only 

two years older than Florrie, and both have the same dark hair, same sharply 

pointed nose and small pale eyes. Outwardly so similar, nearly identical, but 

Wynn will never understand.  

“I don’t know why you want to sit outside,” Wynn says.  

“Of course you don’t,” Florrie says, then, “I like the air.” And she’d like to 

think that it’s true, that she does like the air, that there’s no other reason. No dark, 

bent head and slumped shoulders, no big angry hands that she hopes, if only for 

a moment, to glimpse.  

Behind them, a man tapes a yellow flyer to the door of the café.����������

	�������&	����.������	�)(	����		����)������it reads, and:�&����������	����

.������	�������/�		���)�����������“Heaven knows,” Wynn says, pointing to 

the flyer, “why you think you’ve got this figured out.”   

The baby spits up a milky fluid. Florrie turns away, turns back to her paper. 

On the front page is a photo: in grainy black and white, the highway, empty save 

for three policemen clustered together, their heads hung low as if shamed. 

Behind them and far above, clumps of trees, of bushes, tall weeds and wild 

flowers crowding the background. Florrie taps the photo with her finger—“I was 

there,” she says, because she cannot help it. “Just weeks ago. Right there, 
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driving south.” She is tightly wound, swollen, like if she moved at all, even to swat 

the fly buzzing round her plate, she’d burst open and spill across the table into 

her sister’s lap.  

“Don’t bring it up to Cissy,” Wynn says. “She’s morbid enough.” She dips 

her napkin into her water glass, dabs her face. “Hot, hot, hot.” Wynn is beginning 

to flush, the pink blotches spreading up from her neck like a stain, which means 

probably Florrie is too.  

 They leave the café on foot, Wynn pushing the baby in its stroller. Jackson 

is not a town for walking and they make slow progress over the cracked 

sidewalks, the busy cross7streets. The flyers go up all around them—on 

telephone poles, doors, fences, windshields. Garish yellow consuming the 

landscape, drawing crowds and clicking tongues. A young man up ahead calls to 

passers7by: “A tragedy upon us! God’s vengeance upon us!” He is without his 

shirt and his skinny, hairless chest heaves.  

 “He’s happy,” Florrie says, when they pass.  

“He doesn’t look happy.”  

Florrie spreads her arms wide. “They all are.” Because it’s like a 

celebration outside, the flyers themselves festive. Like mardis gras beads littering 

the streets and everywhere people snatch them up, wave them above their 

heads. All of them alive with it, full to bursting with the panther—so rare and 

exotic, so mysterious. Florrie would like to join them. She’d like to toss flyers in 

the air and dance among the fluttering yellow. But it would be a lie, because she 

knows what they do not; she knows that something, surely, is wrong.  

They pass a group of women who stand, smoking, in front of the 

bookstore. “I’ll tell you what,” one of them says, “that animal’s got a taste for 

human blood.” 

The women shudder, bring their cigarettes to their mouths. 

“I wonder,” another says, “if we should close up early today?” 

“It seems valid.” 

“We could put up a sign,” the first says, “to explain.” 

“A panther day,” Florrie offers, because they’re ridiculous.  



�

����

They look at her blankly and she adds, “Like a snow day.”  

“Yes, that’s it, isn’t it?” one says. The others nod. “That’s what we’ll call it.” 

And they puff their cigarettes and continue to talk.  

Florrie and Wynn move on. “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” Wynn says. 

“Talking to people on the street.”   

“They don’t mind.” In fact, from the looks of it, no one minds. The streets 

are crowded, even for a Saturday, everyone out to take part. It makes them 

special, famous; all the local stations and even some in Birmingham have 

covered the story. Florrie thinks Elliot must have heard by now. He must have 

heard and so he will come back to check on the family he left behind, his small 

children, his abandoned wife. Florrie herself. She wonders if the same has 

occurred to Wynn—that Elliot, her husband, could turn up at any minute, that he 

could emerge in the street like a chimera among the yellow confetti, the worship.  

 They reach the public playground; the children are in on it too. A group of 

boys tumble together in the grass, growling and pawing at one another. Baring 

their small teeth. Girls run shrieking, laughing, as boys chase them on all fours. 

One boy has even painted his nose black and drawn whiskers across his cheeks.  

“Damn idiots,” Florrie says.     

 “Watch your mouth,” Wynn hisses and points at the baby.  

  The baby is asleep and drooling on itself. It would maybe look better 

made up like a panther. Give some distinction to its too round, too soft face.  

 They enter the playground through an iron gate and find Cissy on the 

swings. She comes here Saturdays with the daycare kids—Wynn’s idea, to give 

the child some social skills. Cissy is a quiet girl, often distracted. She continues 

to swing as they approach, her large dark eyes turned up to the sky.  

 “We got her on the slide,” the young woman, the sitter, tells Wynn. “But 

she wouldn’t go down.”  

 “Why not, Cissy?” Wynn says.  

 Cissy drags her feet along the ground, kicking up a cloud of dirt. “There’s 

a bad smell up there.” She points. She is six, big7eyed, skinny. Fatherless now, 

and so like him in every way.  
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“That’s just dirt,” Wynn says. “We’ve talked about this.”   

“No.” Cissy shakes her head. Her black hair, messed from the wind, hangs 

tangled over her shoulders. “It comes from them.” She waves her hand at a 

group of giggling children lined up to slide.  

Behind Wynn, Florrie nods at the child. She can’t help but agree with 

Cissy. She wouldn’t like to play with these children either. So unnaturally cheerful, 

most of them.  

Cissy in tow, they continue their walk through downtown. Despite the heat, 

despite their delicate skin, they walk every Saturday and have done so since 

Wynn’s husband left. Wynn was with Elliot a long time and Florrie remembers 

him as a boy in his early twenties—sullen, big7shouldered and dark7eyed and 

back then Florrie judged him secretly, his pointless brooding, his self7absorbed 

anger at the world. Selfish, she called him. It was all for show, this emotion, and 

somehow she knew he felt the same about her. That had changed. Something 

had happened to him, to her, and only recently, only in the weeks before he left, 

he began to look at her. All of them together for a dinner, she would turn and 

there he’d be, looking. Or over coffee at their mother’s condo, Wynn distracted by 

the baby, their mother prattling on about her suitors, Cissy dark in a corner, and 

Florrie would feel his eyes on her, his big dark eyes that touched her from across 

the room. Forced her to look back.  

 “Look!” Wynn stops suddenly, points. Florrie’s stops too, overcome with 

memory, all her body heavy and sweating and for one brief second she thinks 

Wynn has spotted Elliot, that Elliot has come back, and then “Isn’t that Mother?” 

Wynn says.  

 Florrie presses her palm against her cheek. It’s the heat, the sun too 

strong and close; it hurts her eyes, makes her quiver. “Of course not,” she says, 

though there’s no reason why it couldn’t be their mother, the thin figure of an 

elderly woman, stepping briskly out of a big white van. The van says )++���

��"���������������&	������ on the side, and so, in fact, it is their mother, 

along with several other elderly men and women who file slowly out of the van 

and gather, dubious, on the sidewalk.  
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  “Let’s not bother her,” Florrie says.   

 “She’ll want to see us, Florrie,” Wynn says. “And Cissy and the baby.”   

 “What’s this?” their mother is saying, when they reach her. “They’ve taken 

us to the wrong place.” The van has pulled up in front of a flower shop. The sign 

on its door, old and peeling, shows a burst of roses and violets, their colors all 

faded to pale yellows and grays.  “I won’t go in there,” their mother says. “I 

wanted the salon.” She is speaking to no one in particular. Then, waving 

maniacally to Wynn at Florrie, “Oh girls,” she says, “that’s nice! You’ve come to 

take me to the salon.”  

 “No,” Florrie says.  

“They said we’ve got to go back early tonight,” their mother continues. 

“And I got all dressed up too.” She is wearing a dark red dress and shiny black 

heels, tan panty hose in spite of the heat because she must cover her thin veiny 

legs. Her hair, which she keeps long and dyes black, is braided down her back 

like a girl’s. “They said there’s a curfew,” she says. “Which I think is nonsense.”  

 “Say hello to your grandma,” Wynn tells Cissy. The child hangs back, 

behind Florrie. She peeks her head around Florrie’s waist, her big dark eyes 

blinking up at their mother.  

“Hello there,” their mother says. “Hello, hello.” She stoops to get a closer 

look at Cissy. “You’re like a tiny doll!” she says, as if she’s never seen the girl, 

though Wynn brings her by at least three times a month. Then, “What’s that? 

What’re you doing?” she shouts.  

An old man squats, slowly, at her feet and grabs a yellow flyer from the 

sidewalk. He takes a long time standing back up on his shrunken legs. He brings 

the flyer up to his eyes, palsied hand shaking, and says: “It’s no panther 

responsible for this.” His voice comes out surprisingly deep and even as if, unlike 

the rest of him, it has refused to age.  

“You think so?” Florrie says.  

He squints, as if trying to place her, then, “No animal that’s done it, I can 

tell you,” he says, “and something else too77” But he stops suddenly, shuts his 

eyes. The flyer drops from his trembling fingers. His yellow cheeks sag; his 
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mouth opens, all gums, and what comes out is low and choked, guttural and 

Florrie realizes that he’s crying.  

“He’s wet himself.” Their mother points to a dark stain spreading over the 

front of his pants. “Again.”  

And, as if out of shame, he collapses onto Florrie, his whole weight 

dragging her down, his wet face buried against her neck. Florrie is overcome with 

the stench of him77something medicinal mixed with the smells of urine and sweat. 

They stumble together to the ground and as Florrie hits the pavement, it’s Wynn 

she sees, Wynn’s face looming above, her lip curled back in horror. An orderly 

rushes over. “It’s all right, Mr. Crowle,” he says. “All right, all right.” Florrie, from 

the ground, watches as two nurses pull him to his feet and lead him back to the 

van. When he realizes where he’s headed, he begins to shout in his deep, strong 

voice: “I know what’s going on here! I know what’s going to happen. None of you 

can fool me!” But they slam the van doors, shutting him in.  

It’s not until his voice has faded away that Florrie realizes he has given her 

something. In her hand, a dry scrap of lace, what looks like an old7fashioned 

lady’s handkerchief. She spreads it out—yellowed white, old, stained. She brings 

it to her nose. It smells of dust, of age, of the touch of too many hands and all at 

once, in rapid succession, images flash through her mind: the lace clutched by 

pale fingers; the lace dabbed at wet eyes or folded into a small square and 

hidden away, hidden in bosoms, in corsets, pockets, hidden by women long dead 

and had it happened to them too? In the middle of an embrace, moon throwing 

shadows and suddenly everything much too quiet—the overwhelming sense that 

something is wrong, all her skin gone damp, an animal7like instinct to cower, hide.  

But there’s another smell here, an undertone. Bitter, synthetic, like 

medicine.  

“What’s he given you?” Her mother stands over her, her hands on her hips. 

“Get up, Florrie,” she says. “Why’re you sitting there on the sidewalk? And 

wearing shorts, too.” 
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Florrie stands, brushes the dirt off her shorts. She starts to stuff the 

handkerchief in her pocket, but her mother snatches it. “Why’d he give you this?” 

She holds it between a finger and thumb, waves it at Wynn. “Look at this. Filthy!”  

Florrie says, “I had it already. It’s mine.” She somehow can’t stand to see 

her mother degrade it. “Be careful.”   

“Well.” Her mother hands it over. “As if I weren’t careful.”   

Florrie folds it into a small triangle, stuffs it safe in her pocket and then 

forgets that it’s there.  

Their mother joins them for the rest of their walk. It is late afternoon now, 

closing in on evening, and hotter than before77all the earlier day’s heat piling up, 

layer after layer, so that it clings thick to their necks and chests. They pass 

several people fanning themselves with the yellow flyers. They pass an outdoor 

bar with speakers tuned to a local radio station. The DJ is saying: “Rumors of 

panther sightings and some believe that the animal has moved north, into the 

heart of the city.”  

 Florrie says, “It could be stalking us this very minute.”  

 “You’re scaring the children,” Wynn says.  

 “Of course they’re scared,” their mother says. “Their father gone off and 

you parading them out in the heat.”  

Wynn stops in the middle of the sidewalk. “What do you want, Mother?” 

Her face is flushed, blotched. “I’m doing the best I can,” and there’s a catch, a 

hitch in her voice, like she’s fighting to keep the rest back. She wins, of course, 

and says nothing else and Florrie is reminded of Wynn’s expression, as the old 

man collapsed, the outrage at such an open loss of control.  

“He’ll die soon,” Florrie says.   

“Who?” Her mother turns to her. “What’re you saying?”  

“That man. He looked bad off.” Florrie finds her mother’s eyes, pale eyes 

like Wynn’s, like her own, and paler now than ever, faded with age. “Will he die 

today, do you think?”  
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Eyes so pale, so faded they’d blend right into her skin but for the heavy 

black liner, and then her mother blinks. “What’s wrong with you, Florrie? For 

God’s sake!”  

“You know him,” Florrie says. “How old is he? He can’t last much longer.”  

“Hush!” Her mother presses her hands to her ears. “You’re morbid, Florrie. 

You were always so morbid!” 

Morbid is her mother’s word, and Wynn’s. They’ve used it on Florrie for as 

long as she can remember, and she’s not sure they even know what it means. 

Because she’s not obsessed with death. But there are times, so many times 

when something is wrong and how can they never feel it too? She herself has felt 

it, on and off, for years. The first time she was a child; she was only fourteen and 

blind7sided. The memory is vivid still—the middle of the night and the room she 

shared with Wynn all dark, quiet. Florrie laid curled on her side, listening to the 

rise and fall of Wynn’s breathing, so soft and even, and for no reason at all 

Florrie flung the blankets away and shot straight up as if fighting her way out of a 

nightmare. But she had not been asleep. She was wide awake and suddenly 

terrified, her breath so fast and hard it shook her chest, her hands locked 

together and pressed tight to her mouth as if to keep it back, keep it down—

whatever it was, a truth too horrible to articulate. She stayed like that, fists 

crammed to her mouth, until it passed, until she could lie back, bury her face into 

her pillow, reason with herself. Because it was unaccountable, ridiculous. There 

was nothing there, nothing to be afraid of. Wynn was not afraid. She slept on, 

slept peacefully, while Florrie struggled not to scream, struggled not to wake her 

sister and force her to share this terror.  

 “Stop it, Florrie,” Wynn is saying now. “Stop depressing everybody.”  

Florrie would like to tell Wynn: “You’ll rot like that man and so will Mother. 

All of us will rot.” But there’s never any sharing with Wynn, who doesn’t 

understand.  

There comes a sudden tug on Florrie’s hand. Cissy gazes up at her. “I 

want to see the panther.”  

“It’s not a panther.”   
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They walk on for a time in silence, but for the babbling of the baby and the 

clack of their mother’s heels. A brisk clack at first, but gradually slowing. The heat 

must be getting to her.  

Wynn notices it too. “Let’s stop and go in.” She points to a costume shop 

on their right. Through the front window, a twinkle of sequins, a sheen of patent 

leather. Racks of dresses and wigs like so many fancyfied people lined in rows. 

Florrie doesn’t want to go in. She has been there recently. She has been 

there with Elliot, just before he left. She had tried on a pair of long lady’s gloves, 

a sequined headband. He walked right up to her, real close, grabbed her by the 

shoulders. “You look just like her,” he said, meaning Wynn. “But there’s 

something different. I don’t know.” Those hands on her shoulders, big and heavy 

and burning right through her shirt and she wished, suddenly, that her shoulders 

were bare, that she could feel his fingers against her naked skin. “How come I 

never saw it before?” he said.  

Florrie’s arms broke out in a rash from the gloves, itched and burned for 

two days straight. 

“All right, if you want,” their mother says. Her panty hose have stretched 

with the heat and sag around her ankles. Her black braided hair is beginning to 

frizz. “I guess you want to,” and she steps quickly through the door.  

Cissy moves as if to follow, but Florrie grabs her hand, holds her back.  

“I want to see the masks,” Cissy says.  

 Florrie crouches in front of her, takes her by the shoulders. “Listen,” she 

says, “have you seen your daddy?”  

Cissy only stares up at her.  

“At the playground maybe?” Florrie glances quickly at the door to the shop, 

then back down at Cissy. “Did daddy come to see you at the playground?”   

Cissy shakes her head. “Daddy’s gone to Graceland,” she says. “Momma 

said so.”  

Florrie slides her hands down the girl’s arms, wraps her fingers round her 

tiny wrists. “It’s okay, Cissy,” she says. “You can tell me.”  
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“What do you want to know?” Cissy struggles against Florrie’s grip. “Let 

me loose!” 

Florrie fights the urge to shake the child, to dig her fingernails into her 

flesh. “I want you,” she says, “to tell me about your daddy. I know you saw your 

daddy.”   

All at once, Cissy is still.  “At the playground?” She squints, as if trying to 

remember.  

“What did he say? What did he tell you, Cissy?” 

“He said,” Cissy says, “that he came to see the panther.” And suddenly, 

she smiles. “He said to tell you to take me there.”  

Florrie buckles. Wound up for weeks, all her body too tight and wanting to 

burst at the seams. Only she has no seams, nothing but this too sensitive flesh 

and she lets go of Cissy and falls back on her ass against the pavement.  

“He found me,” Cissy says, “and he told me not to tell anybody but you 

and he said tonight he’s going out there.”  

The shop door opens and Wynn and their mother step out. “Costume shop, 

my foot,” their mother is saying. “Some of those things I’ve got in my own closet 

and wear too.”  

“You should’ve seen the hats, Cissy,” Wynn says. She pushes the stroller 

on up the street, their mother beside her. But Florrie and Cissy hang back.  

“What else?” Florrie says. “What else, Cissy?” She reaches to touch the 

child’s face but her fingers miss their mark, become tangled in Cissy’s long black 

hair.  

“Don’t tug,” Cissy says, then, “He said you know where to take me.” 

If only Florrie could run now, with the girl. Run all the way there this very 

minute and instead she springs from the pavement, grabs Cissy’s hand and runs 

to catch up with Wynn. Runs laughing and panting, her long dark curls blown 

back from her face. Lips parted, legs itching in the heat, and she waves her free 

hand, yells: “Hold up for us! Wynn! Hold up!” Laughing, she shouts. Cissy laughs 

too. They’re contagious and Wynn, turning back at their noise, grins. She shakes 

her head at Florrie, looks right into her eyes and laughs along with her. The two 



�

����

of them, Florrie and Wynn, laughing like they haven’t in the six long weeks since 

Elliot left. They laugh like idiots and laugh harder because they know it, and 

because their mother stands by and frowns.  

Later, when it’s dark, when the streets are nearly empty, Florrie sneaks 

Cissy from Wynn’s house. It’s not so difficult, with Wynn already in bed and Cissy 

ready, waiting by the back door.  

“He said he’d wait for us out there,” Cissy says. The newspaper is folded 

on the console and she picks it up, spreads it open on her lap. “There,” she says, 

pointing to the photo.  

“I know where.” Florrie has not changed her clothes. She has not combed 

her hair or otherwise prepared herself in any way. She has done nothing but 

pace the length of her small studio apartment, back and forth, until her heels 

blistered and her legs shook with effort. Two hours she paced and remembered, 

played it all over in her mind: how just before he kissed her, his huge dark eyes 

stared right into her, all the way through, seeing her. Seeing so much of her and 

then he groaned, as if it hurt him. That groan, the memory of it each time sends a 

thrill all down her body.  

“Will we see the panther?” Cissy wants to know.  

Florrie glances over at her, at her profile, the gentle slope of her nose, her 

soft, unformed features. But for the eyes, she is a baby still.  

It takes less than twenty minutes to get where they’re going—a stretch of 

woods just off the highway. Florrie remembers it well. And there are markers: the 

charred frame of a barn, the rotted wood fence that runs, half7heartedly, along 

the road.  

Florrie parks the car beside the fence. “Stay here.”    

“He said to come with you.”  

“Come on.”  

Florrie lifts her over the fence. Together, they hop the shallow ditch. Cissy 

falls and scratches her knees but does not cry. There’s not much moon tonight, 

everything dark. But loud, the bugs screaming from the weeds and frogs down in 
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the ditch, calling harshly. Cissy says she hears a horse too, but Florrie tells her 

that it’s not possible. They move into the trees.  

Florrie has forgotten a flashlight. She has forgotten everything but Elliot, 

that she will see Elliot. She will touch Elliot. And what will he suggest? What will 

be his plan?—questions she chooses to ignore. She wants no questions. Only for 

him to look at her like he did before, to look at her out of this dark.  

They stand against the trunk of a tall pine. Cissy gazes up at her. The 

child’s enormous eyes, like a lemur’s, take up most of her face. Same eyes as 

her father, same expression—something lurking there, just beneath, and for a 

moment it’s as if the child understands her, as if she knows her through and 

through. Mosquitoes whine in her ear. From above, the cry of a night bird. Cissy 

shifts her gaze and the moment passes. She is a child again. Strange, quiet, not 

like other children, but a child all the same. Elliot’s child. And Wynn’s.  

It’s too hot. Too many trees holding the heat close. Cissy’s little hand 

presses damp into hers. “Momma will be angry,” she says.  

With her free hand, Florrie lifts her hair from the back of her neck. Her 

eyes have adjusted to the dark, the woods taking shadowy shape. No one out 

here. She doesn’t know how he’ll come, from where or by what.   

“Won’t Momma be angry?”  

“Hush.”  

Sweat drips into her eyes and stings. She wipes the back of her hand 

across her face. The sudden rustle of branches makes her jump. Probably a 

squirrel. Her hand clenches into a fist at her side and she thrusts it into her 

pocket. Her knuckles brush against something; she pulls out the lace 

handkerchief the old man gave her. She’d forgotten it too. She dabs her cheeks, 

her brow.  

“Don’t be angry,” Cissy says.  

“What?”   

“Momma said don’t come. She told me not to.” Cissy’s fingers dig into her 

palm. “But I wanted to see the panther,” she says.  
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Florrie’s skin is too hot. She drops Cissy’s hand and buries her face into 

the handkerchief. Wynn was shocked at him, that old man. Shocked and 

sickened but later, how they’d laughed. Their own loss of control, laughing until 

their jaws ached, until both of them had messed their faces and their mother had 

scolded them fiercely. And Wynn’s mouth, so wide open and smiling and Florrie 

had never seen that much of her teeth, of her gums, of the fleshy pink and white 

beyond the carefully set face. It surprised Florrie to see that Wynn’s bottom teeth 

are rather crooked.  

She inhales deep and the sour stench of her own body makes her cough. 

She holds the handkerchief to her nose, breathes through the stiff, dry texture of 

the lace. But it burns. Her forehead, her cheeks, her nostrils—all burning and she 

fans her face with her hands, cries out and finds that her throat burns too. Her 

eyes flit wildly from the trees to the ground, to Cissy’s pale face. “What are you 

looking at?” Florrie says, but it comes out wrong; her throat has swollen up.  

“Something’s wrong with your face,” Cissy says.  

Even her eyes itch and burn and she squeezes them shut, drops into a 

crouch. The handkerchief is balled up in her fist, her palm itching, and she flings 

it away. She’s never felt this—like her skin is alive and separate from her, like it 

crackles and ripples with a will all its own.  

“Something’s wrong,” Cissy is saying.  

The thought comes to her—maybe she’s dying out here. She will die out 

here in the woods and it’s the panther that’s done it. She stumbles blindly to her 

feet, bumps Cissy, the tree and then falls against the dirt, which is cool to her 

burning skin, and she throws her arms up over her head and stays that way.  

At some point, she is conscious that she is alone. At some point she is 

aware that her face and neck have broken out into hives, wide red welts that 

spread to her chest and arms. She should get up. She should get moving. But 

there’s a noise like footsteps, a whisper of weeds brushing together. She turns 

her face toward it, opens her wet, swollen eyes. Nothing but dark. But gradually, 

a body takes shape and it’s not Cissy. It’s not Elliot making his way to her, not his 

eyes floating out from the dark. These are small, pale eyes, so like her own. Eyes 
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she has seen all her life, as if it’s her up there, staring down at her own body 

curled against the ground. It’s as if her own eyes gaze down at her, wide and 

warm and alive, telling her it’s all right; there’s nothing wrong.  
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In the early evening the salon is empty of its customers and stylists, empty 

of everyone but the receptionist Nan. Alone, she is free to scavenge for hairs and 

nail clippings to add to her collection. It is a familiar position—here on her hands 

and knees, palms pressed to the cold tile floor. For weeks she has stayed behind 

to steal what customers come to discard, shavings of themselves, organic 

tissues once attached to heads, eye lids, fingers. Familiar, and yet she is racked 

by nerves, waves of nerves, a tensing of muscle that rolls down the length of her 

body until it stiffens the arc of each foot, scrunches the toes inside her leather 

pumps.  

The air tastes of chemicals, hair spray and dyes, bleaches, nail polish, and 

she breathes it deep, traps it inside her chest and imagines never releasing it, 

keeping it prisoner behind her ribs. Cracks part the tile, tiny crevices that trap dirt 

and grit, dried clumps of wax, and, once, somebody’s gold7capped tooth. There 

are nail clippings and hair clippings trapped here as well, too small or too old, too 

dusty and faded for her collection, and she crawls on—distracted, briefly, by her 

own hands, the slender fingers, the polished nails glinting beneath the overhead 

lights. She might ruin them if she keeps it up. Ruin her knees too, which ache 

now, her pretty white knees that she refuses to hide with pants or hosiery.  

Beneath Elly’s station, she finds it, an eyelash, a tiny black crescent that 

sticks to her fingertip. Elly styled six different women today, and the lash could 

belong to any of them. It could belong to Elly herself. There’s no way of knowing 

and, more and more, Nan wants to know, to place the scraps, to learn their 

histories. This eyelash could have tickled the fat cheeks of a child, or fluttered 

like a coquette at the bowed heads of men in love. Or maybe, too often, it was 

shining and bloated, weighted with tears. But she can only guess, and she 

presses her finger into a wad of tissue, wraps the eyelash safe inside.  

Now she has no choice, no reason to linger, and she must go home to Tut. 

Outside, the street is empty, most of the stores closed. It’s historic, this part of 



�

����

Jackson, and the whole square is renovated antebellum—across the street, the 

pet store that was once a saloon, and the boutique that was a feed shop. And 

over there, a diner that in 1860 had been an opium den. ����� histories she does 

know. She could rattle them off to listeners and be accurate as to dates, original 

owners. She has worked in several of these stores. Floating from job to job 

(quickly hired because she is attractive, a pretty, painted woman to greet 

customers), she has, at some point, been employed in nearly every old building 

in the square. Because she likes what is old, all that back story, so much 

preceding her and she herself another piece of it, one more thing. As a child, her 

teacher handed out brand new text books. “No one has ever read these words,” 

he told the class. “You’ll be the first. Aren’t you proud?” But Nan wasn’t proud. 

She would rather imagine the students before her, years and years before, who 

smudged the books with their greasy, fat fingers, or stained them with drool when 

they fell asleep atop the glossy pages. She hadn’t wanted to be the first, but the 

next.  

Her house, also old, is nearby77only four blocks from the historic square77

so she walks. Outside, the sun is setting, throwing orange and pink across the 

sky. Before he got sick, Tut used to walk with her. They have a history too, the 

two of them. At the pet store, the boutique, the florist’s, he would stop on his way 

home from his own job at the mechanic’s. He was best at the salon, good with 

the women. He knew how to flirt and pet, how to make them giggle. He would 

swat Nan on the ass, kiss her right in front of them and everyone liked it.  

Now she walks home alone. Her arms swing at her sides; her high7heels 

click, click against the pavement. Up ahead, Mrs. Hutchings smokes a cigarette. 

A rich widow always around this part of town, always a customer. She is a 

regular at the salon and is seventy at least, with dyed black hair and a shrunken 

red mouth. She nods at Nan, black hair bobbing. Like something solid, that hair, 

all curled and sprayed and blown up. She’s from the old breed of Jackson 

women, and wears heavy jewelry, ropes of necklaces and so many bracelets that 

Nan wonders how she can lift her arm to bring the cigarette to her lips. All that 

metal makes a lot of noise.  
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“Just now leaving?” Mrs. Hutchings says. “Hope they pay you extra.” And 

then slowly, deliberately, she winks at Nan. Strange, the wink and then the sharp 

cough into her hand, as if to stifle a laugh. Or a cry.  

Nan walks on, faster now. She slips her hand inside the wide red bag 

slung over her shoulder. The tissues with the scraps are wadded safe at the 

bottom. Another thing she hides from Tut. One more thing not to tell, and she is 

reminded of what she saw this morning, before she left for work. Something 

dreadful that waits for her at home. She would like to dawdle here on the 

sidewalk, or take a rest beneath a tree. But she can feel Mrs. Hutchings, the slit7

eyed weight of her gaze just behind. Judging her somehow and Nan risks a quick 

glance over her shoulder. Nothing. Only a group of teenage boys, loitering down 

by the diner. Drawn there subconsciously, Nan thinks. Lured by the ghost of 

opium smoke, the sweet, rich odor that once wafted from beneath the doors, 

from the cracks in the walls. Nan is sometimes sure she smells it too and she will 

gulp the air, inhale the sweetness into her lungs. But right now, she has 

somewhere to be.  

Inside, the living room is quiet and dark. Tut will not come down. He is 

sleeping most likely, but to be sure she pushes the button of the intercom, hears 

only a wheezing static. They installed the intercom after his diagnosis six months 

ago, a means of quick communication between downstairs and up, between wife 

and husband, living and dying. She hates the intercom, its waspish buzz, some 

alien creature that has invaded their home.  

She sits as far away from it as possible, against the arm of the sofa. She 

pulls the tissues from her purse, spreads them open on her lap and counts them 

again, what she has collected today: three eyelashes, one split end and the edge 

of a toenail. Is this all she came home with? Didn’t she find also a wiry black hair, 

the stiff, dry texture of gray dyed black? She shakes her head, her own hair 

falling into her face, tries to remember. Something has thrown her off.  

On the coffee table is a small trinket box, and she pulls it to her, careful 

not to scratch the soft wood. It is hand7painted and on the lid, scrawled in black is 

 ����,���"��+�. She found it at a thrift store, bought it because she liked the 
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sound of it—the idea, storing scraps that belong to others, things not Edith’s nor 

her own. Inside the box are several layers of crisp paper and beneath that, many 

hairs of various length and color, the ragged ends of fingernails and even three 

shreds of dead skin, so shriveled they all but disappear against the pink tissue.  

With tweezers, she adds her new scraps. When she has added all five, 

there are now forty7two all together. Forty7two scraps and none of them Tut’s. His 

she won’t disturb, though there are plenty—thick black hairs that line the edge of 

his razor and pepper the sink, and tuffs of silver and black in his combs. Some 

even float through the air, cling to Nan’s clothes, her bare feet, and in this way 

she takes him with her, all over the house.  

A heavy thud comes from above. He is awake and moving around up 

there and she clutches the box to her chest though she knows he will not come 

down. It has been two months since he last left his room, two months since he 

set foot downstairs.  

“Nan?” The intercom shrieks at her, volume too loud. “You home, Nan?”  

She jabs the button with her thumb. “Be right up,” she says, and thinks 

how he has no idea what she’s got down here, in her arms. Downstairs is her 

domain now, despite the intercom. Her space and so much bigger now, without 

Tut. Not that any of the décor has changed—the room is the same as it was 

before. She won’t change it, though some of it is not her taste. The rug is brown 

and coarse and masculine, and the walls are painted a dull green. The coffee 

table is his, once his father’s, and needs fixing. There is a big gash in one corner 

where Tut, all in a passion, splintered it with a heavy brass vase. And she can’t 

buff it out, a mark of his presence, a left7over, proof of what he was. 

What she saw this morning—Tut shifting in bed, turning his face up to hers 

and there, big puffy lips, not his own lips but foreign ones, the mouth of a 

stranger. He has been sick for months with a liver disease, his body drying up in 

some places, swelling in others until finally, this morning, he pouted up at Nan for 

so long she realized he wasn’t pouting at all. A reaction to a new medication and 

his lips are stuck that way, woman7like, puckered up for a kiss.  
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Be right up, she told him, but she hesitates. Shouldn’t she have a strand of 

dyed black hair somewhere? She can picture the hair, curled around her finger. 

She pokes through the box with her tweezers, jabs at hairs here and there until 

she realizes what she is looking for: Mrs. Hutchings’s hair. The black helmet of 

hair, nodding at her on the street, and suddenly Nan is conscious that her mouth 

hangs open, breath slopping in and out. It’s the pout that has done it; the pout 

has thrown her off. She cannot respect a man with woman’s lips—lips like those 

of the girls at the salon, big full lips that they moisten with their tongues and leave 

slightly parted. Lips that don’t belong on any version of Tut: not the Tut she met 

six years ago at a car garage, a man with a sun7burnt face and rapidly blinking 

black eyes77a nervous twitch. Or the Tut he must have been before that, before 

she ever knew him, young and angry with several pretty girls who loved him, an 

office job he despised, a violent father, now dead. Not even the Tut he is now: 

medicated, wasted, a scrap of what he was. But Nan has a choice: she can let 

the pout throw her off or go up there and confront it.  

 “Yes, you.” He greets her at the doorway. “Come in here.”  

She hangs back, feet planted just outside the room. “What if I don’t?” she 

says. But it won’t work. She can’t make him come out. She has tried everything; 

she reasoned with him first with words: it was better for his health to get some air; 

he was punishing them both. When that didn’t work, she tempted him with her 

body. Several nights in a row she stood at his door naked, her skin slick with 

scented oil and her hair loose over her shoulders. After that, she tried scaring 

him down; she screamed her head off downstairs and broke three glasses in the 

kitchen so he would think she was being attacked. He knew better. He always 

knew, and after a while she left off trying and accepted it: he will not come to her, 

so she must go to him and whatever happens next, what will be their past, will 

happen here only, in a sick room where not much happens at all.  

  From the doorway, he says, “Coy.” The sound of his voice is different, 

muffled by the two thick pads of flesh that trap it in. He stretches an arm out to 

embrace her, a thin soft arm that snakes around her waist and pulls her close. 
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“Come here, I said.” He steps back, clasps his hands dramatically over his heart. 

“Sweetheart, have I made you blush?”  

“Always,” Nan says, and feels her face flush hotter with the lie. She brings 

a hand up to her cheek, touches the burning skin.  

Tut stretches out over the bed. He is long and bony, young in years but no 

longer in appearance. He is only thirty7five, a few years older than Nan and a 

good7looking man once, before crippled by disease. But he is not entirely 

crippled, not sick enough to keep always to his room. It is his disposition, he says, 

his total acceptance of his fate that makes him stay here. “I’m a dead man,” he 

said, a few months after the diagnosis, when the symptoms began to show. “I’ll 

behave accordingly.” He says this, but Nan knows: he is ashamed of what the 

medications do to him physically, ashamed of the sores, the sharp outline of 

bone beneath skin, and now the girlish, swollen lips that make him ridiculous. 

Ashamed not of the ugliness of these things, but of what they imply. And he can’t 

face all the space he once inhabited, the kitchen he dirtied—knocking over drinks 

and bowls with his clumsy long arms—or the guest bath whose door he once 

bashed in with his fist. Even the upstairs hallway, down which he often flung 

things: shoes, change, a broken vacuum cleaner, Nan’s blouse once, which he 

claimed smelled of a man’s cologne. He danced there too, leading her up the 

hallway and back down, a clumsy tango, a glove sometimes stuffed in his mouth 

for effect. He was rampaging, reckless, and with his energy now waning, he will 

never be the force he once was.   

So he stays here. He stays in his room, once her room too but she no 

longer thinks of it that way. It is his now, his to wallow in and his to mark with as 

much of his scent as he can, before he’s gone.  

“You’re late again,” he says. He rolls onto his back, his hair falling over his 

eyes. His hair is different too. Medicines, she has learned, pass through 

everything: sweat, urine, skin, hair. They make his hair waxy, stiff like a doll’s, 

and no amount of washing softens it. Beneath all that hair, his eyes are waxy too, 

big and black and unblinking, and Nan knows he has taken his morphine already, 

early in the evening. If he takes too much he floats around in his room like a 
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ghost, like a shadow, slack7jawed and loose7limbed. But tonight he is not this 

way. He is medicated, but alert.  

“You’re up to something,” he says. He bunches his lips so they are 

enormous. “I’m onto you.” His hand moves up her thigh, fumbles at the button of 

her jeans. This is a recent development, the sexual advances. He has touched 

her often lately, has groped at her thighs and breasts though he knows he cannot 

follow through with it. He pulls her face down for a kiss, the fleshy ball of his 

mouth closer and closer and her own mouth tightens, shrinks back, lips folding in 

on themselves. But it is Tut that pulls away.  

“Can’t,” he says, fanning his face with his hand.  

Nan flaps her hands too, helping. Somewhere in this body of sick white 

flesh is the man who could eat a whole chicken by himself and toss her into the 

air with one arm. And she used to dream of him from behind the desks of her 

many jobs; she would dream of his neck and arms all slick with sweat, the firm 

angle of his jaw. Newly married they made love twice a day. They baptized every 

room in the house with their love making, their sweat and the heat and smell of 

them pressed into sofas, rugs. “It must be done,” Tut would say. “We’ll wipe the 

place clean of ghosts.” He meant ghosts of the previous owners, all still very 

much alive. He was always sure he could smell them and even five years later, 

before he confined himself to his room, he would sometimes happen on a tainted 

spot, a hidden corner. “You feel that, Nan? Stale and damp as old crotch.”  

If he knew about her scraps, that she has infected his home with dead 

human things, it would ruin him. He would accuse her of edging him out, 

anticipating his death. She has thought of what to say, if he finds out. She could 

tell him she read somewhere that people collect these things for voodoo, for 

witchcraft, spells and hexes. Black magic, she read, and it’s for him, she would 

say, her own method of healing. But this would be a lie because, really, she just 

wants to keep them, to know they are there. And he wouldn’t understand, 

wouldn’t believe her. Even now, beside her on the bed, he watches her from the 

corners of his eyes, like somehow he already knows. “What’s happened?” he 

says. He sits up slowly, shifts away from her.  
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“Don’t I look all right?” Nan says. She tosses her hair over one shoulder 

and fluffs it with her fingers.  

“Perfect. I wonder,” he says, “what the man will be like who lives here with 

you after me.”    

“No men come here.”  

“They will.” He rolls away from her, onto his side. He pulls his knees up to 

his chest, says, “They’d be here already if I wasn’t. It’s not right, that I stay.”  

The sulking is something else that is new. She’d rather he got angry, 

shoved her right off the bed. She’d like to work him into a frenzy, get him up and 

moving and mad like he once could get, and maybe she could do it. She could 

tell him she’s keeping a box of human hairs and skin beneath the guestroom bed 

they made love on every night for three weeks to rid it of the couple who sold it to 

them. But she says nothing.  

“When I’m gone,” he says, “you’ll move somebody in here.” 

“Never,” she says.  

“And then,” he continues, “you and him will go around wiping me out.” 

With his face toward the wall, she can no longer see his lips. She touches his 

back and he reaches his hand around to grab hers, squeezes it too tight, flings it 

away. The force behind it is familiar, welcome. It’s what the old Tut would do. But 

for what he’s saying, he could be the same Tut she was once in awe of, the 

same Tut who told her: “I could drive us off a bridge, kill us both, and wouldn’t 

that be romantic?” When he said it, she didn’t know. But now she understands 

that it would.  

At the beauty salon, women come and go, a steady stream of women for 

nine hours and all with faces heavily made up already, hair sprayed into stiff 

styles. Today, the salon is busy and many women must wait. The waiting area is 

a space up front, beside Nan’s desk, where chairs and sofas form a semi7circle. 

The waiting women bring in a smell of their own: flowery shampoos, medicinal 

lotions, cinnamon, mint and soap mingled powerfully together, a noxious odor 

that rises up from them and drifts over to Nan, clings to the inside of her nose. 
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Nan would like to throw a man among them, something coarse and heavy to 

interrupt the line of soft clean bodies and smooth arms and necks.  

Most of these women live nearby, or are regulars here, and know one 

another. They know Nan too.  

“How’s Tut?” they ask.  

Nan says: “A drink while you wait? Tea? A Mimosa?”  

She fills glasses in the back of the salon, brings them to the women on a 

silver tray. They sip and giggle together, ladies on lunch breaks or retired ladies, 

or young mothers and wives who don’t work. It’s like summer camp, a visit to the 

salon. A sanctuary of females. A break from the exertions they endure in their 

regular lives, exertions always for men. Yet they cannot escape the men, even 

here, because often men are the subject, the inevitable topic of conversation. 

Their husbands have grown fat, they complain, or ignore them. Or die. And 

sometimes they don’t die but only lie sick and stinking in bed. And the 

conversation turns to Tut.  

“Should we drop by and say hello?” a woman named Debra asks.  

“He’s in our prayers,” another says. “Every night and we’ve asked them to 

mention him at service.”  

“I haven’t seen him in months,” Debra says. “Such a big strong man.” She 

shakes her head. “But that’s his blessing. He’s strong enough to fight it.”  

Nan says, “Did you know, Debra, that this building was a town hall? More 

than a hundred and fifty years ago.”  

Debra stares down into her glass. “You told me once before,” she says. 

She nods at the woman beside her. “Didn’t she?”  

“That’s right,” the other says.  

“And they used to hang people here,” Nan says. “Right out in front of this 

place, men hung from trees.”  

“And deserved it, probably,” Miss Ibby says. “Criminals.”  

A jingling of metal outside, and Mrs. Hutchings appears. She smoothes 

her skirt down and perches on the arm of a sofa. She waves a hand at Nan. “I 
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don’t need anything to drink,” she says, and then turns to the women. “Go on 

with what you were saying.”   

So they do. For another twenty minutes until, one by one, each of the 

ladies is taken back by a stylist. All but Mrs. Hutchings, who always comes early 

and sometimes without an appointment. She waits for hours at a time, as if there 

is nothing, nowhere but here. When they are alone, she looks up at Nan. “When 

my husband got sick,” she says, “I stayed home to tend him.”  

That was five years ago. Nan remembers it because she was working at 

the flower shop at the time. Mrs. Hutchings, who shopped there every week, had 

suddenly disappeared. She stayed gone for months until, finally, she showed up 

one afternoon—face made up perfect, hair curled and earrings jangling—to order 

the dozens of bouquets for her husband’s funeral.  

“You sure did,” Nan says.  

Mrs. Hutchings holds a magazine up to her face, peeks over the top at 

Nan. “You’re a live wire,” she says. “You know that, honey?”  

Nan presses her palms flat on the desk. “What do you mean by that?”  

“I don’t get you,” Mrs. Hutchings says. “You work in all these places 

around here. Jump from place to place. Why don’t you stay put?”  

Nan’s fingers grip the edge of the desk—if only she were strong enough to 

tip the whole thing on its side, splinter wood and crack the marble floor, make a 

mark of her anger. “I’m sorry. I’m busy, Mrs. Hutchings.” She stands, drops her 

hand onto the telephone. She brings it up to her ear before she realizes no one is 

calling. The dial tone drones on and on, a flat line of noise, and to shut it up she 

drops the phone over the desk. It hits the floor with a crash and a shrill scream77a 

scream so human Nan thinks it comes from Mrs. Hutchings, but the woman only 

uncrosses her legs and opens a magazine on her lap. She settles a pair of 

glasses on her nose, squints through them at Nan. “I’m only curious, you know.”  

Nan ignores her, pulls her hair down around her ears to drown her out. But 

still she can hear the steady buzz of hot air that blows all around her out of 

women’s mouths.  
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The end of the day finds her again on the floor, palms cupped around 

sliver hairs. Silver when she is searching for black, a particular texture of black 

that she can’t find. Before she locks up, she opens the schedule book on her 

desk. She runs her finger down the rows of names until she comes to it: $������

���"������012345�������������. And next to the name, the home phone 

number.  

Her walk home lasts longer than it should. The light outside is different, 

purple and dim, and only two cars pass her on the street. Across the way, the 

diner that was an opium den is deserted. Nan would like to go there in 1860—to 

fall into the dark, the smoke and everywhere coming out of it the sour breath and 

deep rumble of men. It is hot; her blouse clings to her damp skin and she untucks 

it from her skirt, lets the hem blow up and the air tickle her stomach.  The 

chemical smell of the salon follows her, leaves off finally as she turns onto her 

own street and she is aware of other smells: fresh dirt, pine, a foul dead stench 

from a sewer, and in her driveway: sick7room smells of medicine and stale sweat, 

stronger than she remembers.  

At home, she pulls each scrap from the box one by one, separating them 

on the coffee table: nail clippings all in a pile, dead skin together and then the 

hairs, which she groups according to color and type. Eyebrow hairs and 

eyelashes are nearly identical, and finally she decides to put them all together. 

Head hairs are obvious, but their color is not, especially because some have 

faded. Blonde looks silver and red looks blonde. Dark brown can often look black, 

and Nan holds a strand under the light, stretches it between her hands. But she 

is certain: no dyed black strands, nothings of Mrs. Hutchings’s. How she could 

have missed Mrs. Hutchings she doesn’t know. Maybe the woman stole it, all her 

own hair. Pocketed it at the end of her appointments just to spite her.  

Mrs. Hutchings’s voice is gruff, when she answers the phone, as if she 

has been sleeping, or maybe crying.  

“It’s Nan,” says Nan. “From the salon.”  

“Did I lose an earring again?”  
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“You said you were curious.” Nan clutches the receiver tight to her ear to 

keep from throwing it across the room. She has never much cared for the phone, 

and tonight it feels especially plastic, a hard, inanimate thing she would rather not 

touch.  

“Of course,” Mrs. Hutchings says. “Yes, of course.”  And of course, she 

accepts when Nan invites her to her home, as Nan knew she would.  

When she has hung up, she unhooks the phone from the wall, pushes it 

into the back of a kitchen cabinet, and then surveys the living room. The room is 

dirty and needs to be cleaned. She kept it neat when Tut shared it with her. But 

now, layers of dust cover the bookshelves; water rings stain the coffee table. Grit 

from the floor sticks to her bare feet—her shoes are scattered here and there 

across the rug. She gathers up the shoes, so many pairs and all with very tall 

heels—this one, an open7toe pump, she bought on a trip to Memphis with Tut. 

She wore them out of the store, stiff new leather pinching her feet and when she 

started to limp, he swung her up in his arms and carried her six blocks to the 

hotel.  

She squeezes the shoe in her hand, soft old leather now, bending in her 

palm, so easy to manipulate and she throws it across the room at the far wall. It 

makes a smack when it hits, but leaves no mark. So she takes a knee7high boot 

and smashes the coffee table with the heel. It dents the wood. She raises her 

arm high and brings the heel down again and again until, finally, the heel breaks 

off. Her breath is gone, her neck and chest wet with sweat. Her arm burns up to 

her elbow, and she backs away from the table. Now both corners are dinged up 

good. Tut’s is better though, wider and more angry.  

The intercom squawks at her: “What’s all that noise?” 

She pounds her fist against the call button, would like to break it, rip wires 

from the wall. “Doesn’t matter,” she answers. Her head pounds with blood and 

she goes up to him.   

He sits at his dresser, hands in his hair. He runs his fingers through it until 

it stands from his head in stiff spikes. He checks it in the mirror, turning his head 

back and forth. “It looks ridiculous,” he says.  
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Nan says, “I like it.”  

He spins around to her and his lips have swelled up big enough to touch 

his nose. He sees her staring, hides them with his hand. Somehow, he is right in 

front of her, his fingers digging into her back and those lips all she can see. She 

wants to bite them, pop them with her teeth and she mashes her mouth against 

his. The bones in his face, all sharp and jutting, jab her nose, her chin. He is 

skinny and not the armful he was, but the kiss burns all the way through her and 

it will go somewhere, has to.  

He pulls away, makes a noise in his throat. His mouth is cracked and 

bleeding. This is her fault, his pain.  

“Tut.”  

His arms hang at his sides. Blood lines his lips, fills the corners of his 

mouth. “Can’t even kiss you,” he says.  

“You’re bleeding.”  

“I can’t even fucking kiss you.” His hands ball into fists and he seems 

about to strike something. For a moment, she expects him to smash the wall, 

kick in the TV, and she waits. But he only drops onto the bed on his back, his 

eyes up to the ceiling. It will go nowhere, what they started. It has nowhere to go.  

Mrs. Hutchings smells of cigarettes and her jewelry clinks as she sets a 

pimento cheese, wrapped in wax paper, on the kitchen table. Nan seats her on 

the sofa in the living room and pours wine into glasses. They sip and then a 

silence lingers between them. Nan waits for Mrs. Hutchings to make the first 

effort, but Mrs. Hutchings says nothing.  

 Finally, “It’s odd,” Nan says, “to have you here.” She didn’t mean to say it, 

but it’s true. She has always associated Mrs. Hutchings with the downtown 

square, as if she belongs there, a part of the square itself, a piece of décor, an 

ages7old balcony.   

 “It doesn’t look like I thought it would.” Mrs. Hutchings glances around the 

room. “I thought it’d look more like you,” she says. “More womanly. Tut’s here?” 
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 “Always here. Up in his room.”  The wine burns going down and she clears 

her throat. “That color Lisa uses on you,” she says, pointing at Mrs. Hutchings’s 

hair. “It’s very natural.”  

 Mrs. Hutchings only looks at her.  

“Dramatic, but natural.”  

“Who’s Edith?”  

“What?” 

Mrs. Hutchings taps the trinket box which is there, right where Nan left it 

on the coffee table, in plain sight. The lid is shut, the box carefully positioned so 

that it compliments the wooden Mallard at the other corner, and had she 

forgotten to move it or had she left it there on purpose? She can’t remember; she 

can’t concentrate, her nerves all burning. 

“Edith,” Mrs. Hutchings is saying. “Was she a relative?”  

“Listen,” Nan says, “I wish I knew.”  

Mrs. Hutchings brings her glass to her lips, sips.   

“I wish you’d let me style you.” Nan reaches, as she says this, to touch 

Mrs. Hutchings’s hair, but Mrs. Hutchings ducks to the side, out of reach.  

“I’d rather you didn’t,” she says.  

 Nan tries to set her glass down gently, but her arm won’t behave. It 

trembles and wine spatters the rug at her feet. “Why not?” Air comes fast through 

her nose, tickles, and maybe she will sneeze. “You don’t think I can do it?”  

“Honey,” Mrs. Hutchings says, “I don’t know.” 

 Slowly, Nan uncrosses her legs and stands, hovering over Mrs. Hutchings. 

“You want to know about me?” she says. “You already know. You’ve seen me!” 

She says this louder than she intended; it is almost a shout. “You see me 

everywhere!” 

The intercom hums on: “Who are you talking to?”  

“Those places,” Mrs. Hutchings says, “the flower shop, the salon. They’re 

just places. Did you know that? I don’t know a thing about �	�.”  She leans over 

her lap to set her glass on the coffee table, and the crown of her head, the thick 

black hair, gleams in the lamp light. So glossy and dark and not at all like the 
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lusterless gray of an aging widow and impulsively Nan plunges her hands into it. 

It is stiff, waxy as floss, unnaturally cool, and Nan curls her fingers round a fistful. 

But she doesn’t pull or yank. She simply holds on as Mrs. Hutchings jerks away. 

There’s a sound like tissue crackling, and the whole head of hair rips right off of 

the woman’s head.  

Nan is frozen there, the head of hair dangling from her fingers, and for a 

brief second she is sure that she has somehow scalped the woman. But Mrs. 

Hutchings gapes up at her from the couch, her head as bald and pink as a 

newborn puppy, and Nan realizes that it’s a wig—an elaborately styled, synthetic 

wig—that she’s holding.  Instinctively, she flings it away. It lands, a dark, shining 

puddle, on the living room rug.  

“Hello?” says the intercom. “Nan?”  

Mrs. Hutchings pushes off the back of the couch, and steadies herself 

against the coffee table. “You should answer him, dear,” she says.  

But Nan can’t answer. She can only stare at the woman’s gleaming head, 

the bumps of her skull, so clear beneath the mottled skin. Her earrings are 

ridiculous, a shocking, thick silver, without all that hair behind them. And the 

wrinkles too, so much more visible now, cross7hatched over her face, her throat. 

A hairless, old woman is all she is, and she must have tipped her stylists an arm 

and a leg to keep that fact hidden.  

The intercom is insistent: “What the hell’s going on?”  Without turning to 

look, Nan finds the button with her finger, switches it off. Mrs. Hutchings wobbles 

in her high heels across the room to her wig, but before she can bend to grab it, 

Nan darts forward and scoops it from the floor.  

They stand there, in the center of the room, Nan turning the wig over in 

her hands. She pinches a strand between her fingers and pulls until it snaps like 

a rubber band. She curls her lip at the plastic mess in her hands, glances up at 

Mrs. Hutchings and says, “They have human ones, you know.”  

“Yes.”  

“Real human hair.”   
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“Right. I know.” Mrs. Hutchings holds her with her steady, squint7eyed 

gaze until, finally, Nan hands her the wig. 

“Do you want a mirror?” Nan says.  

“I don’t need one.” Mrs. Hutchings pulls the wig onto her head, fluffing it 

here and there with her fingers.  

“I don’t understand,” Nan says. “Why would you buy a fake one, when you 

can get real hair?”  

Mrs. Hutchings slings her purse over her shoulder, smoothes her skirt 

down with her palms. “They don’t tell you,” she says. “They don’t tell you who 

donated it. You never find out whose hair you’re wearing.” At the front door, she 

pauses. “That matters, you know.” And she pulls a cigarette from her purse and 

lights it before she leaves.  

From the foyer window, Nan watches the black ball of hair bobbing up and 

down, the tiny glow of the cigarette in the fading light. She watches until Mrs. 

Hutchings turns a corner and disappears, then she goes back to the living room 

and stands over the coffee table, her arms folded across her chest. She stares 

down at the trinket box, the scrawling, hand7painted letters, the whirling pattern of 

the wood, and for a moment she wonders, as she has so often before, how old it 

is and where it came from, what it was before this. What is was before ���. Then, 

she turns her back on it and goes upstairs to Tut.  
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There are no basements in that part of Mississippi, so the sisters argue at 

night in the third floor guest room. They sip cola from green glass bottles and 

Gretta decides how she will kill Eli’s yellow dog.  

 “With poison,” Gretta says. She sits on the floor at Ruth’s feet. Her 

nightgown, too large, puddles round her on the carpet.  

 “What else?” Ruth says.    

 “It’s in the barn.”   

 “I won’t help,” Ruth says. “You don’t know Eli.”  

“I told you what he said.” Gretta balls her fists, as if angry, but she does 

not think of Eli’s taunts or of the curl of his mouth as he said those things about 

her mother. She thinks, instead, of his pale hair that flops over one eye, of his 

clumsy legs, his too7large hands. She warned him. He wouldn’t take it back, so 

she told him what she would do to his yellow barking dog. He’ll try to stop them 

somehow. She imagines a chase, a confrontation in the woods behind his house.  

“I’m not afraid of Eli,” Gretta says. She swallows the last of her cola. She 

gathers up the hem of her gown and twists it into a knot to keep it from the mud. 

The gown is sleeveless, so she pulls a sweater over her head and stands, arms 

out, while Ruth smoothes the sweater over her shoulders and chest. 

“We should wear pants,” Ruth says.  

“This is better.” Gretta tosses Ruth a shawl. Ruth’s arms, as she stretches 

them out, are long, already well7shaped. Ruth is sixteen, only two years older, 

but different than Gretta, like their mother.  

“Eli loves that dog,” Ruth says.  

“That dog’s not right anyway.” Gretta had hit Eli, had smacked him in his 

big, soft mouth for what he said. He caught her by the wrist when she did it, held 

her hand there at his mouth and wiped a bit of blood across her palm. Then he 

flung her hand away, said, “I’ve seen you follow her. I’ve seen a lot. More than 

you maybe.” And it was not slander after all, because what he said about her 
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mother was true. Gretta knows her mother. She follows her mother in the 

afternoons and on Saturdays, late at night, sometimes in the early morning. 

Gretta learns things about her mother that Ruth does not, and it was only weeks 

ago that Gretta first discovered her mother dancing among the hay and the 

sawdust for Eli, who squatted in the stall and watched.   

There were other times, times before that should have tipped her off77her 

mother bareback on her horse, Eli behind with his arms wrapped around her 

waist. And when her mother had taught him well, she let Eli sit in front on the 

horse, and she squeezed up behind him, her breasts pressing into his back, her 

mouth snapping into his ear to use the reigns and lean to the left, to pull back 

and to tap his heels into the horse’s flesh. Gretta is sure that her mother never 

looked like that before, all tight and young, her face plumped with smiling.  

“You’re not going to kill it really,” Ruth says.  

“I’ll go alone.”  

“I’m going if you are.”  

 Gretta slips her hand into Ruth’s. Ruth’s is a smooth hand, something 

nice to touch and Gretta holds it tight all the way down the three flights of stairs. It 

is late already, past midnight, and the house is quiet as she leads Ruth into the 

kitchen. Here, they find cubes of sugar to sweeten the poison.  

Gretta folds the sugar into a square of cheese cloth. “Arsenic has no 

taste,” she says.   

“You don’t know,” Ruth says.  

Outside, they walk along a narrow, grassy path that leads to the stables. It 

is early spring, the bugs already out and loud in the black. The trees in 

Mississippi grow wherever they can, grow tall with limbs crammed together, 

overlapping, and making it darker outside than it should be. Gretta and Ruth 

speak little as they walk. Gretta works at moving slowly, at conquering the urge 

to run all the way to the stables, to beat even Ruth and her long legs. She begins 

to skip, then to prance and to swing Ruth’s arm up and down. Ruth pulls her to a 

halt on the path, turns and faces her.���
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“Quit it, Gretta,” Ruth says.  “You’ll wake up the dogs.  You don’t know 

how to sneak. You run and trample things.” 

“Don’t say that,” Gretta says. “You spoil everything.”   

They reach the stables and pass rows of stalls, some empty but many with 

horses, sleeping or shuffling to their windows to sniff at the intruders. Sometimes, 

the stable is full of horses, and their mother will hire an extra boy to help water 

and feed the animals, to comb their manes and clean their hooves. Eli was hired 

this way, as an extra, the boy next door who would only help out on weekends. 

But he turned into a hard worker and her mother keeps him now, the only 

permanent. It is the others who come and go, teenaged boys with skinny chests, 

with close7clipped hair, their legs fast and bruised and awkward. Gretta has 

watched them for years from the roof of the house, from the windows or the tall 

barn doors. She remembers how she felt once—a child of eight, nine, ten even 

and they were foreign to her, creatures worshipped in some distant time, some 

age not come.  

“He’ll wake up,” says Ruth. “Eli is a light sleeper.”  

Gretta drops Ruth’s hand. “That’s a guess.” She peers hard at the long 

corridor that extends in front of them, illuminated only by tiny bulbs that dangle 

from the overhead beams. The place is cloudy, a haze of dust, of horse hair and 

shadow. Gretta spends hours here, watching her mother. It is something she has 

done since she can remember, since before there were any stable boys at all 

and only her mother and Ruth and herself to take care of the horses. But there 

were not as many horses then, and her mother opened the barn to boarders and 

then it all started booming. It was too much for her mother alone, and there was 

no father. There has never been a father, but only “that man,” a blurred image, in 

Gretta’s mind, of something tall, something heavy and mute. So her mother hired 

the boys and a gardener and groundskeeper, and Gretta and Ruth were no 

longer needed out there, in the barn, at all.  

But Gretta continues to go, every day at all hours to watch openly her 

mother, lifting the solid white blocks of salt, fastening them neatly into place for 

each horse. The deep throb of her voice, singing as she moves from stall to stall, 



�

��	�

blends with the hum of the refrigerator in the office, the low buzz of a mower far 

off in the pastures. And sometimes Gretta will tuck herself behind large squares 

of hay and sit very still and quiet, and she is sure that her mother never knows 

that she is there. From here, she watches as her mother prances the length of 

the corridor, her boots clomping and kicking up a dust that smells of sweet hay 

and manure. She watches as her mother sits on a stool and brushes her horses, 

her sleeves pushed up above the elbows to show off her tanned arms and her 

tiny wrists that somehow, impossibly, support her enormous hands77larger, even, 

than the hands of some men. Ruth will look just like her. Everyone says it. 

“This way,” Gretta says, leading Ruth down the corridor.  

“I know which way. Don’t show me which way.”  

The store room is at the back of the barn, behind a stack of empty buckets. 

Gretta yanks at the door until it flies open and sends buckets rolling into a corner. 

Inside, they study the rows of shelves stacked with old leashes and dog collars, 

sticky shampoos and blankets and a couple of big metal tubs. There are poisons 

here too, scattered about in random fashion, flea bath and a dip for ticks, a bar of 

soap for lice, and behind that, a brown glass bottle with a sticker, “For Rats.” 

“For dogs,” Gretta says.  

Ruth holds her shawl close and glares down at Gretta. “This is serious, 

Gretta.”  

“It’s not full,” Gretta says, shaking it.  

“How much will you need?”  

“Less than if it was a person.”  

“You’ve never done this to a person,” Ruth says.  

“Neither have you.”   

Eli’s house is not far and they can get there without going out to the road, 

though they must cross some woods, two fences, and a swamp.  

“The road is faster,” Ruth says.   

“Do you want someone to see us?”  

“No one’s out here,” Ruth says. “Ever.”  
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But Gretta ignores her and leads them over the fences and to the swamp 

that is not really a swamp, but a low patch of ground, flooded from the many 

rains. The water soaks Gretta’s feet through her sandals. Ruth is wearing boots 

beneath her robe and is dry, except for the hem of her gown, which falls into the 

mud.  

“We should have worn pants,” Ruth says.  

They wade on. They kick up weeds and mud; they disturb a group of 

dragon flies, send them whirling and snapping in Gretta’s ears. She sweats 

beneath her gown. There’s a smell out here, the stench of the swamp, mildew 

and rot. And something else, something pungent and feverish, something familiar 

that she can’t place. “What is that?” she says.  

“Listen,” Ruth says. From somewhere ahead comes a faint, choppy bark—

three short yaps, a pause, three more. Gretta knows the sound at once, has 

heard it over and over again. Eli brings the dog every day to work and chains him 

up in an empty stall. Gretta often crouches there, the ugly thing panting next to 

her, while she peeks over doors and through cracks at her mother, and at Eli. It 

was from here that she watched her mother dance for him. Gretta had a clear 

view that day, her mother in the stall across the corridor, her arms over her head, 

waving and reaching up and up. Her blouse had come un7tucked and it blew up 

from her bare stomach while she sang and spun. Her hair, too, had fallen from its 

bun to fly out around her and she seemed to fill the whole stall with her whirling, 

with her quiet, smooth voice. But there was room for one other, because Eli sat 

inside the stall and watched. Her mother whipped her head around to him each 

time she spun. She did not touch him at all until she had finished her dance, 

when she brushed herself off, handed him a shovel and then patted his hair, 

saying, “Let’s get back to work, hear?” And Ruth knows nothing of this. Gretta 

has never told her.  

“He’s awake.” Ruth splashes behind her and Gretta turns to see her sister 

picking her legs up high, like a march, the bottom of her robe bunched in her 

arms. “I told you.”  
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“Hush, Ruth,” Gretta says. “He’ll hear.” She spins around, plunges through 

the muck and falls, her gown billowing as she hits the water.  

“What are you doing?” Ruth says.  

The water is stagnant, warm, thick with insects and plants, their bloated 

stems breaking a thin layer of scum at the surface. Something hard pokes 

Gretta’s ribs and she pulls the bottle of poison from her sweater, waves it at Ruth. 

“We’ll find him,” she says.  

“You’re a mess,” Ruth says. “Get up. I’m getting Mother.”  

“You won’t.”  

“Then I’m going back to the barn.” 

“Go. You won’t.”   

“Shut up, Gretta. Don’t pretend to know.” Ruth holds the bottom of her 

gown high in her arms, her white legs swallowed in the gaping mouths of the 

boots. The boots were once their mother’s and are too large for Ruth, but much 

larger on Gretta, who sneaks often into Ruth’s closet to try her skirts, her high7

heels and her slips.  

“I’ll sink right into this water,” Gretta says. “Don’t think I won’t.” Eli is 

coming. He is closing in on them, she feels sure. She knows about him, knows 

he doesn’t sleep but comes out at night. She has followed him and her mother 

often since the day her mother danced out in the barn. At school, she sits and 

thinks about the two of them, about what they will do that afternoon, or that 

evening when she and Ruth have gone up to bed. She sprawls on her sheets at 

night and wonders if they are out there, dancing under the trees or beneath the 

dark roof of the barn. It began this way, with wondering, until Gretta could no 

longer stand it, and one night she slipped her feet into rubber boots and left the 

house to search for them. She didn’t have to go far. At the barn, they held one 

another, Eli’s arms squeezed up against her mother’s back. He is much taller 

than her mother and loomed over her so that when she spoke, her words were 

muffled against his chest. His big hands fumbled at her hair, her shoulders, 

dropped down to her hips. Gretta didn’t sleep at all that night. She played it over 
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in her mind, their mouths that opened and slobbered and made Gretta tight all 

over, made her skin sting and snap like static beneath the sheets.   

  “He won’t get away with it,” she says. “I warned him. I told him what I’d do 

to his ugly dog.”  She made the promise after hitting him. “You go on and try,” he 

said. Something has happened lately and the meetings between her mother and 

Eli have become infrequent, no longer every night or even every other night. 

Gretta tried to shout at him that she knew the reason, that she had known all 

along. But this was a lie and as she watched his skinny back, bare and freckled 

and gleaming as he bent over a tangled ball of barbed wire in the grass, she 

understood that he would know it. 

“You don’t care about killing that dog,” Ruth says. “That’s not it.”  

Gretta pulls her legs up quickly and stands. The water pours from her 

gown. Her mouth is open, sour swamp air sticking to her tongue, and just beyond 

the trees comes the tinkling of the dog’s chain, the rustle of Eli’s big feet and his 

heavy arms slapping at branches. The white of his shirt floats out at them, and 

for a moment he is all there, a tall thin figure coming out of shadow. But gone 

again, just as quickly. A blur of white weaving through the trees.  

“Come on.” Gretta waves to Ruth, who hangs back. “Come on, Ruth.” And 

they follow him. They pick their way through the weeds, the rotted trunks of trees. 

They leave the swamp behind and sink into the woods. Eli, a white snatch of his 

shirt through the leaves, a gleam of his pale head, leading them on.  

“He’s taking us home,” Ruth says, and she is right. There, just ahead, is 

the first fence. Soon, the second and they leave the woods behind, cross into 

their own yard, and the whole of him is visible now. The whole of them as well, 

and when they have reached the barn, when they have come full circle, he spins 

around and confronts them.  

“Both of you,” he says. A baseball cap covers his pale hair and hides his 

eyes. Gretta can’t tell if his words are directed at her or at Ruth. Ruth answers 

first.  

“Of course,” she says.  

“Your mother will kill you.”   
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“You won’t tell,” Ruth says. She moves toward him, close enough now to 

touch him. He takes his cap off, begins to fan himself. There is a pink groove that 

runs across his forehead, where the cap has pressed against his skin. Gretta 

wonders if she could feel the indention, if she were to run her finger across his 

slick, pale brow.  

“How do you know if I’ll tell?” Eli is saying.  

“You never have,” Ruth says. They’re staring at one another, Eli and Ruth. 

They’re the same age and both in their second year of high school. But Gretta 

has never seen them talk much, here at home. Not till now, and Gretta begins to 

itch beneath her sweater and gown. She is hot, imprisoned, the damp fabric 

clinging to her skin, and she tucks the bottle of arsenic between her knees, yanks 

the sweater over her head and tosses it into the grass. The dog tries to chase 

after it, but Eli holds tight to the chain and the dog stops short, its front legs 

pawing at air.  

“Your sister,” Eli says to Ruth, “wants to kill me.” He slouches against the 

side of the barn and folds his arms low on his chest.  

“Yes,” Ruth says.  

“Do you know why?”  

“Yes.”  

“What do you think?”  

“I think,” Ruth says, “that you should probably not say things about Mother 

to Gretta.” She glances back at Gretta. “She doesn’t understand you don’t mean 

it.”  

“He means it. He means everything.” Gretta smacks her palm with the 

heavy, glass bottle for emphasis.  

“Tell your sister she could snap a bone,” Eli says to Ruth.   

“She knows,” Ruth says.  

“Tell him,” Gretta says, “that he’s nothing. I know what he’ll become, like 

all the others with their fat, old dogs and dirty, bare feet. Ugly, hairy old men, too 

fat for their little shacks.”  
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Eli pushes away from the barn, takes several steps toward Gretta. “Tell 

her that her mother’s a whore.”  

Gretta holds the bottle of poison high in her hand. She says to Eli, “I’ve 

told my mother what you said. She never wants to see you again.”  

“What’s that in your hand?”  

“Dog water,” Gretta says. “Come get it.” She clicks her tongue, like her 

mother does to call the horses.   

 But Eli is not paying attention. He is looking above Gretta’s head, down 

the path that leads to the house. Gretta turns and there’s a glow of light in the 

living room window.  

“I’ll go tell her right now,” Gretta says. “I’ll tell her what you called her. Just 

see what she thinks.” And without waiting for him to respond, she takes off down 

the path toward the house, her wet gown slapping against her shins and the night 

air blowing cool against her burning face.  

Several yards from the house, behind the fat trunk of an oak, she stops to 

stare at the dark shape of her mother, silhouetted in the square of light. From this 

distance, she is a blur, a hovering, ghostly shadow. Ruth comes running up the 

path, Eli and his dog just behind. They duck behind the oak tree beside her. 

There’s not much room, with three of them and the dog, and they cram close 

together, the dog crouched in front of them, panting, its big pink tongue lolling out 

of its mouth. Gretta wrinkles her nose at it and shimmies away, half7way out of 

the shadow of the tree. The moonlight glows off one pale arm, glows off of her 

slender wrist and her long fingers, so white against the dark bottle in her hand.   

“She’ll see us,” Ruth whispers.  

“She can’t see us,” Gretta says. “There’s a glare on the glass.”  

“You don’t know,” Ruth says. Then, “What’s she doing?”  

“She doesn’t sleep much,” Gretta says. “Does she, Eli?” 

 Eli does not answer. He twists his cap around so that the bill faces the 

back and his eyes are round, wet, bright with the reflection of the yellow light in 

her mother’s window. But he is looking at Ruth, who stands with her back against 
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the trunk of the tree. Ruth, a miniature of the woman above, her hair swept over 

one shoulder so that the curve of her cheek, the length of her neck are exposed.  

 “Just think, Ruth.” Gretta touches her shoulder. “Eli’s seen Mother’s 

naked bosom.” 

 Gretta can feel the shock of this; Ruth’s shoulder jerks, throwing Gretta’s 

hand away. 

 “He’s seen more than that,” Gretta continues. “Probably all of her.” As she 

says it, Gretta imagines the dark and pale shape of her mother, the lovely outline 

of her body beneath her gown. What Eli must feel, working close to a woman like 

that, Gretta could also feel, had always felt. As a child, she loved to kiss her 

mother’s mouth. She would stare at her mother, would lie on her back beneath 

her mother’s window, and she would imagine her mother as a girl no older than 

herself, with hair braided down her back, with skinny arms and long legs, like 

Ruth’s.  

“What’s she talking about?” Ruth says to Eli.  

“Your sister invents things.”   

“Believe him if you want,” Gretta says. “You will. You let him call her a 

whore.” 

 “I didn’t!” Ruth says. “I had nothing to do with it.”  

“You didn’t defend her. You took his side.”  

“I don’t know.” Ruth turns to Eli. “How could you see her naked?” 

  “Don’t be blind, Ruth,” Gretta says.  

“I never saw anything.” His eyes are on Ruth while he speaks, on her face, 

brightened with a sudden flush, on her fingers that play over the fabric of her 

gown.  

“They wouldn’t do that,” Ruth says to Gretta. “Mother wouldn’t.”  

“You don’t know about Mother,” Gretta says. “Or Eli.”  But Gretta knows 

little herself what is between her mother and her hired boy. She knows only that 

they touch one another, that they build up a rhythm and then change it, slow it 

down or add an extra beat, a quick thud, thud, or a tinkle of breaking glass when 

they once slammed into the storeroom and broke three of the spare light bulbs. 
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She knows, too, that they no longer need one another, or that Eli no longer 

needs her mother. And now she knows why.  

 “What do you think she’s doing, Ruth?” Gretta pushes between them and 

squeezes Ruth’s arm. “She’s waiting. She’s waiting for Eli to come out and give 

her a signal.” 

 Ruth believes her; Gretta knows from the pinched face, the half7open 

mouth, that something has clicked, that Ruth has perhaps suspected this. And so 

Gretta says, “You know it’s true, Ruth. He’s mother’s play thing. And now she’s 

got tired of him. So it’s your turn.”  

Eli’s arm snaps out; his fingers twist around a fistful of Gretta’s hair. 

“You’re a stupid little girl,” he hisses, right in her face. “A stupid little girl who can’t 

mind her own business!” His other hand grabs her shoulder and he shakes her 

so hard the bottle of arsenic nearly slips from her fingers. “And I know why,” he 

says. “I know why.”  

“You don’t know anything.” Gretta is frozen beneath his hands, so hot and 

heavy against the bare skin of her shoulders.  

“I know why,” Eli says. “Cause you’re just like ���.” His voice cracks as he 

says this, and he steps back, releasing her. “Why can’t you just let me alone?” 

There’s a look to him that Gretta has never seen—his mouth bunched up tight, 

almost gone, his whole face crumpling. He ducks his head, hides his eyes with 

his hands.  

“Are you crying?” Ruth says.  

He hunches over, shoulders lurching and a sound, high and startled as the 

whinny of a horse, coming out of him. Before she thinks what she’s doing, Gretta 

throws her arms around his neck. She pulls him tight to her body, presses her 

face into his shoulder long enough to smell him, the sweet smell of oats and hay 

and something else—something familiar—and then he shoves her away.   

“Let me alone.” He chokes over the words, wipes his eyes with the back of 

his hand.  

“Why are you crying?” Ruth says. The sharp edge to her tone makes 

Gretta snap her head around to look at her, and the expression on Ruth’s face—
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the upper lip just barely curled, the upturned nose, nostrils twitching—it’s like her 

mother, the face her mother makes when the barn cats give birth to dead kittens, 

when she cleans the sore of an injured horse, or when she steps in something 

nasty and scrapes her boot against the edge of the porch steps. Yes, the face is 

her mother’s, the same she would make when Gretta wet her bed as a child, 

when she got sick and threw up on the floor. Taunting and cruel, and it made her 

mother ugly, made the wrinkles show around her eyes; it made Gretta want to 

cower, to hide, to run off into the woods and she would imagine her mother’s 

reaction, how surprised she would be when she realized that Gretta was gone, 

that she was never coming back.  

“Let me alone,” Eli says, into his hands. “Let me alone.” 

From just outside the living room window, Gretta gazes at the bright image 

of her mother. Her hair curls wildly around the pale circle of her face and she 

stands, one arm stretched over her head. The sleeve of her gown has fallen 

down to reveal the length of her slender arm, and Gretta is suddenly conscious 

that her own gown is a horror, a ruined, filthy thing that hangs from her arms in 

damp folds.  

She is close enough to reach out and touch the glass, and still, her mother 

does not see her. She is looking above Gretta, beyond, out into the dark. Her 

dark eyes are half7closed, her head cocked to one side as if she’s deep in 

thought, as is she’s dreaming of something, and in one swift motion, Gretta pulls 

her arm back and throws the bottle of poison right at her mother’s face. The 

window shatters, glass flying everywhere, and Gretta flinches back. The sound—

her own rapid breathing, the quick thudding of her heart, the echo of breaking 

glass—cuts through the slow croon of the locusts and crickets, the soft whine of 

a horse out in the barn. It follows Gretta, a hollow roaring, as she runs down the 

path; it drowns out Ruth, who is yelling something as Gretta passes. It flies with 

her, this noise, and she runs past the slouched figure of Eli by the oak, past his 

yellow barking dog, past the barn and off into the trees.  

She hauls herself over the first fence and swats at whipping branches and 

the sharp, biting pine needles. She keeps going and when she reaches the 
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swamp, she plunges into the water. Her wet gown sticks to her thighs; the water 

splashes up, into her face, and again the smell is there, hot and feral, and this 

time she recognizes it. It’s like the smell of the women in town, the ones who 

lounge on front porches, who eat cherries from paper sacks and pucker their lips 

to spit the pits far into yards. Gretta has seen them, waving their fat, freckled 

arms as they call to passers7by, to her mother and to Ruth, and behind, to Gretta. 

Always, they are there, rubbing their plump thighs with their palms, their breasts 

bobbing in their tank tops, their mouths stained a bright red, swollen with fruit.  
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Ida told her father not to build his store off Bloody 98, so when the roof 

caved in and knocked him stupid, “Now, look at you,” Ida said to his loose, blank 

face. “Look what you done.” Ten years ago now this was, and not once has his 

expression changed. He is there in the corner of the store, always the same, his 

mouth agape, the line of drool, like a sliver of sunlight, shimmering from his 

bottom lip and his eyes filmy as the morning mist that hovers over the highway. 

He is there, where she keeps him, his right wrist tied with cord to the heavy 

rocking chair that he built himself. But today she will sell that rocking chair and 

everything else and she will sell him too.  

“All this time, I been here,” she tells a man with a flat, squashed face who 

stands at the counter. She points to the highway beyond the open door. “I been 

here since they laid it down.”  

The man pushes a tangle of fishing lures at her.  

“Hey,” she says, “where’re you from?” 

The man clenches his jaw, looks ready to spit. “Canton,” he says.  

“You ever been down this road before?” Ida leans over the counter as she 

says this, too quick, and smacks both hip bones against the ledge. She is a thin 

woman, and her hip bones pose a problem in the store, where shelves are 

frequent, as are jutting mantles and rough7edged table7tops. She’ll crack a bone, 

if she’s not careful. She is only thirty7five, but feels that her bones are fragile, 

hollow as a bird’s. “Hey,” Ida says. “You know what they call it?”  

The man is not looking at her, but over at her father, rocking in his chair in 

the corner.  

“Bloody ninety7eight,” she says.  So often she has warned them, the 

travelers that stop on their way down to the coast or to Mobile or to places 

beyond, far, far beyond to what Ida imagines as a brilliant, watery landscape. 

She saw, once, a Technicolor film down in Mobile—reds and blues and greens 

so bright they made her eyes sting and this, she is sure, is Florida, Georgia, 
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Louisiana. Places so beautiful that people die to reach them. “I seen it happen,” 

she tells the man. “I seen people die right in front of this store.” Most of them in 

head7on collisions on the two7lane highway: glass gleaming as it flies up from the 

road, the screech of tires and the sulfurous smell of burnt rubber, the great 

thunder7crack of metal against metal. Yes, she has been here, front and center. 

Lone witness to the deaths of teenagers in coupes with the tops down, of middle7

aged men half7drunk by mid7morning, fishing poles jutting from their truck beds. 

And women too, often in hats and gloves that, later, Ida finds scattered among 

the weeds, washes, and puts out to sell. Women, yes, and many with their 

children, some of them babies too.  

 “I never had any babies,” Ida says. “Not even one that died.” She didn’t 

plan to say it, but it’s her last day after all, and why shouldn’t she tell this man? 

Her sister had given birth to a baby that died. And she’d had her show of grief, 

her graveside wailing, while Ida herself stood back, stood peering over shoulders 

and wide7brimmed hats that blocked her view, crowded her out.  

The man gives her a squint7eyed stare, heavy brows dropped low, and 

then taps the fishing lures with his finger. “I’m in a hurry, Miss.”  His hair is matted 

against his skull and Ida has the urge to comb it through her fingers. She 

stretches her hand across the counter, palm up. From the corner, her father 

begins to hum. Always the same three notes, over and over until Ida can’t think 

for it playing in her mind.  

The man drops the coins into her palm, careful—it seems—not to touch 

her, and before she can think of something else to say, something to keep him 

here, he is gone.  

“Look what you done,” she says to her father. She stands over him, hands 

on her hips—a posture she picked up from her mother—but her father does not 

look. He only blinks and drools onto his chin and she’ll have to shave him, make 

him presentable, before the doctors come; his stubble has grown back—how fast 

it grows! While the rest of him, his jutting shoulder blades and bony face, his 

skinny legs, his white, hairless stomach, lay inert, dormant, down to the scab on 

his left knee that, for some reason, never goes away.  
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“Just look what you done,” she says. But she has things herself to do, 

more than usual. She has her past to sell, and only half of it priced and put on 

display. She’ll put rest out, all the junk her family left behind. She’ll get rid of it all, 

her father included, and then she will shut up the store and head on down the 

highway herself, as far as Mobile and then farther, until she leaves that flat, black 

stretch of road behind her, like her mother did when she died, like her sister did 

when she married and moved up to Memphis. Like them, Ida will never come 

back.  

There will be, most likely, a lot of junk leftover, a lot that she doesn’t sell. If 

only she’d known in advance that she’d be going, she could’ve planned. Put 

signs in the window, *	�������	��#������,  (��������$����*	��Beautiful, 

hand7painted signs in big scrawling letters—how often she has imagined them, 

and the joy she would feel in hanging them, neatly, against the glass. -����

&��"�������0�����-�����How she would have loved to stand on the front porch 

and call to the passers7by: “Stop now or stop never! Tomorrow, I’ll be gone!”  

But it was too sudden. Only yesterday afternoon the doctors came. They 

came, sputtering up the highway in a faded blue truck, a tail of exhaust curling 

out behind them. They were on their way back to Jackson, they said, and all of 

them wore damp shorts and boots that squished and tracked mud onto the 

floor—the mud is still there, proof that they had come. But they looked like all the 

other men with their stained tee shirts and big, calloused hands, and she hadn’t 

given them much thought at first. She was busy—a group of teenage boys had 

just slunk up to the counter with bottles of beer and a carton of cigarettes—but 

then, “What’s he got?” one of the men said, and when Ida looked up, they stood 

in a loose ring round her father’s chair. There were three of them all together, 

and it was the littlest, a man no taller than Ida herself, who had spoken.  

“What’s he got?” he said.  

“A knock in the head, a long time ago.”  

The man kneeled in front of the rocking chair, waved his hands in front of 

her father’s face. “What you got, there?” he yelled, right in her father’s ear. When 

her father did not respond, the man stood and circled the rocking chair, eyeing 
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her father up and down. “Look at him, Cal, Tupper,” he said to the other men. 

They talked it over then, their heads bent close together, voices dropped low. 

One of them poked her father in the ribs, and when another struck him in the 

knee with his fist, the teenagers at the counter drifted over to watch. The little one 

tugged at her father’s hair and, “See how he don’t respond? Could beat him to a 

mess, probably, and he’d just sit there.”  They went over and over him, touched 

his face and studied his clothes, his posture, the loose flesh of his arms, and 

when he began to hum, “What else does he do?” they asked.  

“Nothing.”  

They offered to take him. They would take him, they said, to the institution 

in Jackson, where they worked. They’d study him there; they’d seen nothing like 

it. “Of course,” said the little one, “we’ll give you something for him.” He glanced 

at the teenagers huddled round her father, then, “Tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll take 

him tomorrow, after you close up.”  

 While he spoke, the other two men wandered through the store. They 

sifted through the barrels of ice, touched the pretty tea cups laid out on a table, 

held the silver spoons up to the windows so that they gleamed in the sun. They 

studied the brass and tin and ceramic and they studied Ida too. She could feel 

them looking, looking from across the store, and “Yes,” she said. “Take him, take 

him,” before they could change their minds.  

Above the store is the room where Ida sleeps, the room that was once her 

father’s—a “study” he called it though, as far as Ida can tell, her never studied 

anything. What he did do, she doesn’t know, but it was up here that the beam, 

rotten and water7logged, fell from the ceiling and caught him at the base of his 

skull, and “I hope it was worth it,” her mother said to the still, white figure beneath 

the hospital sheets. And even now, years later, Ida wonders what her mother had 

meant. At night, she wonders as she lies there, in the narrow twin bed beneath 

the broken beam, her father’s senseless humming drifting up from the cot in the 

store below. She wonders what he did here, what there could ever %� to do, and 

she stares up at the cross7hatched pattern of the beams, her arms trapped 
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beneath the covers, her eyes wide open and daring it to come down, the whole 

damned roof.  

 Up here, too, are the things they left behind. She takes inventory now, as 

she moves through the room, careful not to smack her hips against the slick 

wood table tops, the pretty, curving chair legs. Pencil in her mouth and paper in 

hand, she takes note of her mother’s pink sofa and the big oval mirror framed in 

brass, her sister’s porcelain cats lounging on the window sill, the years and years 

worth of glass décor hung or propped against the walls, the silk replicas of wild 

flowers, iron wall sconces shaped like birds, and framed prints of her mother’s of 

ladies, their limbs long and plump and draped over couches, throats bare and 

white. Ida likes these especially, likes the ease and freedom with which these 

woman lounge. But she won’t take them with her. She has made that promise to 

herself, that she will take nothing with her when she leaves.  

There are also, folded and tucked inside a drawer, the presents from her 

sister in Memphis. Silk blouses and stiff, muslin slips, scarves with fringe and 

fingerless gloves, and still in its box, a collar made of real ivory lace, the card 

tucked beneath it—�	��	�,����		���"�. These could fetch a good price, the collar 

especially, and she would’ve put them to sell if it weren’t for the men who now 

and then came into her life, like drifters, highway men. Up to no good, every one, 

but they liked her in silk and satin. They liked her with her hair loose and her 

neck and arms rubbed all over in perfume. One especially had liked lace, had 

buried his face in her lace blouse and taken it with him, along with three pairs of 

lace gloves and a handful of money from the register, when he disappeared. 

They all disappeared and this too was her father’s fault, his dazed and open eyes, 

his slack7jawed expression. “It’s unappetizing,” the last one told her. “And to be 

honest,” he said, curling his lip, “you favor each other. Same weird7eyed look.” 

When he was gone and her mother’s brooch with him, “Look what you done,” Ida 

said to her father.  “Just look at all that you done.”  

She fastens the collar round her neck, fine soft lace tickling her throat, and 

she realizes that she may have somewhere to wear it, after all. A dance hall, a 

fancy sidewalk café, museums and galleries and shops—oh, the shops there will 
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be! Better than the ones in Mobile. Maybe better than in Memphis, though she 

has never been to Memphis and can’t compare. But she is sure that if she goes 

far enough, she will find all of this and more, things she can’t imagine, and for a 

moment her hands linger among the silk and lace. She strokes the satin, fingers 

the tiny pearl buttons, and then she sweeps all of it up in her arms and carries it 

downstairs.  

It is past noon, and there’s no time to organize, no time for price tags or 

tidy displays, so Ida dumps it all in a heap on the floor—clothes and hats, old 

costume jewelry, ivory buttons, her father’s trophy lamp with three deer forelegs 

as its base, and everything else she can carry downstairs. By the time the next 

customer comes—a woman in a crisp straw hat and striped dress—Ida has 

made several piles, all in the empty space in the middle of the store.  

 “My word,” the woman says.  

 “Going out of business,” Ida says. “Everything must go.” But it falls flat. It’s 

not the way she imagined it would sound, like the trill of a piccolo or the chime of 

a bell. It sounds like everything else. It just sounds like her.  

“How much?” the woman asks, holding up a slip.  

“Two dollars,” Ida says.  

“My goodness!” The woman holds her head high on her long, thin neck. 

“Used, too.”  

Two small girls, both in pig tails and ribbons, push past Ida and run 

giggling past the candy and soda aisles, past the barrels of ice and the rows of 

old books. They run past the tables bearing the dolls that long ago her father had 

whittled from wood—so long ago, it was, her father out on the porch, bent over in 

his chair and raw, bright wood curling from the point of his knife—and they stop 

finally at her father himself, asleep in his chair.  

 “What’s he done?” one of them, the biggest, says.  

 The woman drops the slip and steps quickly over to her children. “Come 

away from there,” she says, taking them by the hands. “Come away from him.”  

 “Look here,” Ida says. She grabs a doll from the table, holds it out to them. 

“Five cents for this.”  
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 “It don’t look right.” The smaller girl screws up her mouth. She is right; the 

doll is crudely shaped, its arms and legs too small for its head and its face 

smooth and flat, a tiny knick for a nose, a slash for a mouth. Her father wasn’t 

much good at whittling.  

 “But what’s he done,” says the bigger girl, “to tie him up like that?” She 

tugs at Ida’s skirt.  

“He’s got himself in trouble.” Ida glares down at the doll in her hand. She 

tosses it into a pile of embroidered linen at her feet. “I can’t tell you how much 

trouble.” Because he had a knack, after the accident, of putting himself in harm’s 

way. Too many times Ida found him with a knife in his hand or a gun pointed to 

his chest or on the ledge of the upstairs window, ready to jump. Once, even, she 

dragged him by herself from the pond behind their old home, his heavy, wet body 

weighing her down, nearly killing her.  Accidents, all of them, her mother told her, 

before she died. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing,” her mother said. “You got to 

watch him, Ida.” Her mouth puckered and small as a dried fruit, her eyes the flat 

black of the highway, like two bits of tar sunk into that sallow skin. “You promise 

me you’ll always watch him.” Her sister had promised too, and then had broken 

the promise when the man from Memphis came along and asked her to marry 

him. “Don’t blame ��, Ida,” her sister had said. “It’s what I’m meant to do.”  

And so Ida was meant to stay here, to stay behind and watch her father 

because no one else would. Not her sister, who escaped through marriage or her 

mother who escaped through death or the one uncle, her father’s brother, up in 

Natchez who sent a card when he heard the news: �,���������"�����	
������, it 

said. And then, scribbled at the bottom: �����
����
������������	���	�%��� He 

would get into trouble still if Ida hadn’t taken, finally, to tying him to his chair. And 

it’s worth it too, the wide7eyed stares of the customers, the extra time it takes in 

the evening to soak his chafed wrists in salt water. It is worth even the throb 

behind her eyes, the ache in her chest as every night, to get his blood moving, 

she kneads his legs like dough.  

“What’s that fluff round your neck?” The child gazes up at Ida. 

“Oh, what a pretty collar,” the mother says.  
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Ida brings her fingers up, is startled by the soft lace circled round her 

throat. She’d forgotten the collar.  

 “But have you got it on wrong? I think it’s meant to lay flat.”  

 “No,” Ida says. “This is how they wear it in Memphis.”  

 “We’re from Memphis.”  

 Ida rips the collar from her throat and tosses it at her. It flutters up in the 

air and then the bigger girl snatches it. “Take that back, then,” Ida says. “Take it 

back there with you.” She scoops up a slip and throws that at the woman too. 

“Take it, take it,” she says.  She drapes a blouse over the girl’s head, throws a 

scarf round the smaller one’s shoulders.  

 “You put those back,” their mother scolds them. But the girls spin and skip 

in Ida’s sister’s gifts. They dance in fingerless gloves and silk sashes and, with 

Ida egging them on, they twirl about in the too7long slips until they fall together in 

a heap among all that Memphis finery. But the mother takes none of it, when they 

leave.  

Ida follows them out to the porch, waving a white handkerchief over her 

head. As the mother shoos them into the car, “I bet he stole something,” one of 

the girls says. “And that’s why she’s tied him up.”  

“He did!” Ida balls the handkerchief in her fist and shakes it at them, as 

they drive away. “A dirty thief, is what he is. A common robber and no better than 

all the others who took from me. All of them crooks, every damn one.” She has 

run out into the gravel lot to say all this, and when their car disappears against 

the sun7white horizon, she throws the handkerchief with all her force at the 

highway. The wind carries it back and it is caught, when it lands, in the tall weeds 

at her feet.  

She doesn’t know how long she has been here, at the edge of highway. 

The sun strikes hard against her left cheek and her blouse is damp with sweat. 

Cars pass, too close, blaring their horns. A shrieking gang of girls squeezed into 

a tiny Plymouth with the top down tell her to have a nice day. They maybe mean 

it, even though they laugh, and “You better watch it!” Ida says.  

One of them, a pale blonde with bare, glowing shoulders, blows her a kiss.  
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“Don’t you worry,” Ida says, though they’re too far off now to hear. “I’ll 

have a nice day.”  

It’d be nice enough, if she could stop gazing out over the highway like a 

fool. As she steps onto the porch, a truck roars into the gravel lot, behind her. 

Two men get out. An older man and what must be his son—a long7legged 

teenager in a bright blue shirt, a lot of brown hair hanging over his forehead.  

“Excuse me, Ma’am.” The older man stands with his hat in his hands, his 

greased, dark hair flattened against his scalp. A rough7neck, her sister would call 

him, and his boy too, with their worn boots, their ragged shirts and dirty skin, and 

Ida feels she would like to bathe them. Scrub the grime from the creases of their 

necks and elbows, wash the film of dirt from their hair. She’d like to rub them raw, 

the both of them, make them shining and pink with the flat scrub7brush that every 

week she uses on her father, as her mother did before her. Seven years her 

mother has been dead, and Ida’s clearest memory of her is the broad hulk of her 

back bent over the tub, her big round arms all covered in suds, the minty scent of 

the soap, and her voice—deep and monotonous, like the drone of passing 

engines, soothing, crooning to the man who frowned up at her from the tub. 

Often, he would jump to his feet without warning, a tall wet stalk of a man, so thin 

that his skin hugged up to his hip bones, his ribs.  

And when her mother fell ill, Ida knew that now it would be her turn. It was 

all she could think, as her mother lay dying in her bed. Her mother lay dying, and 

the smell—it was a stink like road7kill, squashed rabbit and coon, smashed 

armadillo, the splayed bodies that so often Ida has shoveled up from the stretch 

of highway in front of the store. And it was ���� smell, that stink coming off her 

mother, her own mother for God’s sake, and all Ida could think was that now she 

would have to stay here; she would have to stay and take care of her father. She 

wouldn’t have a choice.  

“Excuse me, Ma’am,” the man says. “What you selling in there?” His voice 

is very deep, and smooth as cream. Familiar, somehow. “I need a shirt for the 

boy. He goes out there like that, he’ll scare off the deer.” He jerks his head 
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toward the boy and his bright shirt. “I tell him he’s got to %���, but he don’t never 

listen.”  

Like sweet cream, or honey, that voice, so slow and thick and even, and 

she is certain that she has heard it before.  “Listen,” Ida says, “don’t I know you?”  

The man’s mouth twitches, just briefly, then, “Don’t see how you could,” he 

says. “We most always stay up in Picayune.”  

“Or Lucedale,” the boy says.  

“This is Lucedale,” says Ida.  

“Excuse my language, Honey,” the man says, “but the boy don’t know his 

ass from his head. Born that way.”  

The boy curls his hands into fists at his sides, then stalks off toward the 

edge of the highway.  

 “That’s not safe,” Ida says. “Hey,” she says, “you know what they call that 

road?”  

The man beats the brim of his hat against his thigh. “We just moved down 

here.”   

“Bloody ninety7eight,” she says. “You better tell your boy to watch it.”  

The man glances over at his son. “He always was getting into trouble.”  

Natchez. The word pops into her head, an image: '��"��6,�scribbled in 

pencil on a thick white card, dark, straight letters. Natchez, a word, another place 

she has never been. One more place to imagine, to conjure up from hearsay, 

from nothing: cobble7stone streets, maybe. Wooden bridges. Tall, bright pillars 

and clean blonde women. Men like the only one she has ever known from 

Natchez, her uncle, tall and gaunt and mustached and the sudden image comes 

to her: �����man, this man here in front of her, only many years younger, swinging 

her high up in his arms, chasing her round the porch—and how much bigger it 

was then, the doorways and the stairs, the tall porch railing—and Ida laughing 

and running and her father, before the accident, stern and dark, scowling behind 

the counter. This man, with her now, and she squints up at him, at his shaven 

face, his sunken cheeks, and how can she tell? It has been more than twenty 
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years since she has seen him, but it could be this man, the same man, older, 

dirtier, up to no good.  

Inside, Ida stands with her back against the door while the man and his 

boy browse the aisles. They’ve yet to notice her father, asleep in his chair in the 

corner.  

 “I’ve got plums,” Ida says.  

“That so?”  

“Over there by the canned fruit.” She points them in the direction of her 

father. “Three rows down.”  

“I don’t care for plums,” says the man. “Where are the shirts?”  

“How about the boy? He’d like a plum, I think.”  

The boy comes shuffling out of the candy aisle and stands with his thumbs 

hooked round his belt loops. He jerks his chin up at his father, says, “I never had 

one.”  

“You ain’t starting now.” The man’s voice ripples forth, deeper, somehow, 

inside the store and Ida twists her hands together to keep from reaching out and 

slapping his bony face. “Look here,” he says to her. “All we want is a shirt. Brown 

or dark green. Maybe khaki. That’s all we need and we ain’t buying nothing else.” 

“But some of it’s yours,” Ida says. She throws her head back, turns slowly 

on her heel and walks, her head held as high as the woman’s from Memphis, 

over to the tables by the front window.  

“Ours?” says the boy, following.  

“This here.” She turns to the boy, a pocket knife—blade out—gleaming 

across her palm. “You sent this a while back.” She reaches next for a silver hair 

pin. “And this too. For one of my birthdays.”  

The boy plucks the pin from her fingers and weighs it in his palm. “Real 

silver, I bet.”  

“Put it back.” The man stands where they left him, crushing his hat in his 

hands.  

“And this one,” Ida says, “you sent to ���.” She taps her finger against a 

cracked leather case that sits, unzippered, at the back of the table. “You had it 
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full of things for him.” Things she didn’t understand—tiny vials of some kind of 

liquid, dark green glass, a finely wrought pipe. Her father had pulled them out 

with shaking hands, had spanked Ida when he caught her hovering.  

“Get over here, boy,” the man says. But the boy is bent over the table, 

fingering first the leather case, then a box of cigars, and finally a bracelet made 

of human hair. 

“That’s my grandma.” Ida points to the tiny daguerreotype set in brass at 

the clasp. “I never knew her. She had famous hair.” She rubs the tightly woven 

strands between her finger and thumb.  “Of course,” she says, “she was your 

grandma too.”   

There’s a crash, a splintering of wood striking wood and the tinkle of 

breaking glass. The table lies on its side, the boy sprawled beside it.  

“Get up. Get up, boy!” The man, who has knocked the boy down with his 

fist, stoops over the fallen table, the broken trinkets and scattered cigars. He 

yanks the boy up by the collar of his shirt and pulls him toward the door.  

“Go on!” Ida darts in front of them, and stands blocking the door.  “What 

did you come here for? Go on and see him. Look.” She points over the man’s 

shoulder at her father in his corner. “Look! Look!” 

The man does not look, but stands there, his boy panting beside him. He 

stands there, close enough for Ida to smell him—mildew, wood smoke—and, “I’m 

sorry,” he says. “Something’s wrong with you.”  

Her hands fly up, claw at his face. The boy ducks out of the way, and Ida 

throws the whole weight of her body at the man, pushing him back. He catches 

her wrists, pins her arms to her sides. “Whoa there,” he says, as if calming a 

horse. “Whoa now.”  

His hands, rough and dry as stretched canvas, burn like rope against her 

skin. She stares up at him, at the bags beneath his eyes, the deep creases that 

cross his brow, then, “You come to make me feel bad?” she says. “They told you 

I’m getting rid of him? I don’t care if they did!” Her voice rises, too high—a squeal 

like faulty brakes. “I don’t care! I don’t care!”  

From behind them, the boy says: “She’s got a man tied up back here.” 
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The man answers without turning to look. “I seen him earlier.”  

“What’s wrong with him?” The boy appears at the man’s side, his eyes 

wide beneath the mess of hair over his forehead.  

“Looks to me,” the man says, turning Ida loose, “like nothing.” He bends, 

picks his hat up off the floor and sets it on his head. His eyes, hollowed in 

shadow, peer at her from beneath the brim. “Looks like nothing’s wrong with him 

at all.”   

The sun is setting by the time Ida has finished tossing everything into to 

the road. The broken table, the lamps, the porcelain and glass, dresses and hats 

and fishing line, tackle, canned meat—all of scattered across the highway. Cars 

pass, swerving out of their lanes to miss the rolling cans of fruit, the stacks of 

wooden crates, the fluttering linens and silks. It’s not all of it, but it’s all she can 

manage and she sits, panting, the front of her blouse soaked in sweat. East is 

where this highway heads, but Ida faces west, sun in her eyes. She sits on the 

heavy wooden trunk that she has hauled out to the edge of the highway. It is hot, 

and she hikes her skirt up to bare her legs, fans herself with a straw hat. The 

crickets have come out early, and the locusts, a slow, steady hum, always the 

same. Beside her, her father hums as well and she wonders, for the first time, if 

it’s the bugs he’s imitating.  

A station wagon comes lumbering down the highway and, without slowing, 

shatters her sister’s entire collection of porcelain cats. A face presses up to the 

passenger window, the mouth open and yelling something she can’t make out—

something directed at her—and then is gone. Gone, but followed quickly by a 

bulbous, shining Plymouth, engine roaring, that brakes hard and skids atop a 

framed portrait of her mother. The frame cracks and pops beneath the tires, and 

Ida presses her hands to her mouth to keep from crying out, to keep from 

jumping into the road and plunging her hands among the broken glass and 

splintered wood. Because it’s what she wanted, after all; it’s why she wore 

herself out for the last three hours. So the cars could flatten it all like possums, 

and she’ll rescue none of it, not even her father who, loose of his cords, stands 

over her, blinking into the sun.  
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 By the time the faded blue truck appears, most everything has been 

smashed or knocked down or blown aside. The road is littered with debris; along 

the shoulder on either side cars have trenched the grass, and the orange7red dirt, 

spun7up by tires, spatters the road. The truck slows, rolls to a stop several feet 

away, and the men get out. Four of them this time, and they lope together up the 

highway. They kick aside the wreckage, stomp on the broken glass. They swear, 

loud enough for Ida to hear. The little one, out in front, stops a few yards away, 

folds his arms across his chest and leers at her.  

She knots her hands together in her lap, and for a moment—a moment 

only—it’s as if she’s waiting for her father to do something. As if she expects him 

to move, to run, to slap her maybe, or grab a table leg and charge them, these 

men, so clearly up to no good. But he does nothing. He stands there, his arms 

limp at his sides, his head tilted back and his eyes slit against the sun. In his 

hand is a wooden doll, one that he whittled for her sister, for her. He holds it by 

its middle, head down. A price tag dangles from its neck: 5 cents. Ida gazes at its 

pale, wood face, the rough, unformed features, and she wonders why anyone 

would want it, besides her.  
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