
	
		
			[image: front.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			Copyright

			Copyright © 2008, 2010 by Jackie Lee Miles

			Cover and internal design © 2010 by Sourcebooks, Inc.

			Cover design by Emily Mahon and Jessie Sayward Bright

			Cover image © Mark Hall/Getty Images

			Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.

			The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

			Published by Cumberland House, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410

			(630) 961-3900

			Fax: (630) 961-2168

			www.sourcebooks.com

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Miles, J. L. (Jacquelyn L.)

			 Cold Rock River / by Jackie Lee Miles. — [2nd ed.].

			 p. cm.

			 1. United States—History—1961-1969—Fiction. 2. Teenage pregnancy—Alabama—Fiction. 3. Teenage girls—Alabama—Fiction. 4. United States—History—1849-1877—Fiction. 5. Women slaves—Alabama—Fiction. 6. Family secrets—Fiction. I. Title. 

			 PS3613.I53C65 2010

			 813’.6—dc22

			2010003014

		

	


	
		
			Dedication

			To the many people who grace my life:

			My husband, Robert, who is everything; my parents, Cliff and Lois Lee, who taught me to climb mountains one step at a time; my sisters, Sandi, Barbara, Vicki, and Lori, who promptly made molehills out of those mountains; Shannon, dear daughter, who brings such joy, and her husband, Corey, who is simply the finest son-in-law God ever created; Brett and Alana, dearest son and daughter-in-law, your own love story humbles Adie’s; Isabel, precious granddaughter—you are my heart—what delight to watch you grow! Rebekah, friend extraordinaire, who reminds me when the going gets tough to always get together; the Dixie Divas, book-writing belles and comrades, how grand it is to tour with you! And especially to my readers: much joy for your journey.

			Above all, to the man upstairs—everything is for you.

		

	



  
    Table of Contents

  



Front Cover 

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

The Recipes

Reading Group Guide

About the Author

Back Cover


	
		
			Acknowledgments

			My deepest gratitude to Ron Pitkin, president of Cumberland House Publishing, who placed this book on the page: You are a dear, dear man. Thank you for believing in me.

			Special thanks to the Cumberland House staff—especially to my editor, Mary Sanford: You’re brilliant! You made a difficult task possible. To Stacie Bauerle: Thank you for your attention to detail! And to Teresa Wright: You do so much and stay ever humble.

			Best regards to Ann Kempner Fisher, dear friend, editor, and all-around-wonderful person. Without you, it’d be hard to write. Your words, though not always what I want to hear, are always what I need to hear—and the ones I love best are, “You wrote yourself into a corner? Big deal—write yourself back out!”

			Many thanks also to Marjory Wentworth, South Carolina Poet Laureate and gifted publicist. How blessed I am to have found you. And all my thanks to Jim Hubbard of Worry Free PC, who performed miracles when my hard drive crashed. Without your expertise I’d be living in an institution. I hope you win the lottery.

			There are so many more that I should thank, and dearly want to thank, but I have no more room to do so. Y’all know who you are. Forgive me, each and every one. I love you bunches.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			I was five that spring Annie choked on a jelly bean. She was twenty months old; she wasn’t supposed to have any. Mama made that quite clear. Sadly, I wasn’t a child that minded well, so I gave Annie one anyway. I figured she ought to taste how good they were. I figured wrong.

			Annie choked bad on that jelly bean, and her face turned blue. And Mama wasn’t home. She’d gone to Calhoun to sell her prized jams; sold twelve jars of her double-lemon marmalade. Imagine that; there’s Mama, waving folks over to get a sample of her jam—selling her heart out—and all the while Annie’s choking to death.

			My pa slapped Annie on her back; smacked her hard with the side of his hand, right between her shoulder blades. Pa had hands the size of skillets. He smacked her twice, but it didn’t do any good—might of made it worse. Annie stopped making those sucking sounds like she did when her face turned colors, and her body went limp and her pretty blue eyes just rolled up and disappeared right inside her cute little head.

			My older sisters, Rebecca and Clarissa—twin girls Mama had two years before she had me—got on their knees and prayed like preachers. They asked God not to take Annie from us. I didn’t get on my knees. I watched Pa beat on Annie instead. It was more interesting. I didn’t have anything against praying, mind you. We did it all the time in Sunday school and I knew most of the prayers they taught by heart, except for The Lord’s Prayer, and I was working on that.

			“She can’t die,” I said. “She’s in our family.” It made perfect sense to me at the time.

			“Oh hush, you ninny,” Rebecca said. “You don’t know nothing.”

			“Help us pray, Adie,” Clarissa said.

			I wasn’t worried. I knew Annie couldn’t die. Bad things like that only happened to strangers. The proof arrived daily in the newspaper Pa buried his face in. Mama had hers in the Bible or a cookbook, the hands on the clock determining which one. While she stirred the pot and touted miracles, he turned the pages and spouted mayhem.

			“She can’t die,” I shouted, stomping my feet, trying to get their attention.

			Rebecca and Clarissa kept praying, and Pa kept pounding—his eyes big as mixing bowls. I started wailing. Pa dangled Annie upside down by her feet and ran with her like that all the way next door to Miz Patterson’s. She wasn’t home. She’d gone to Clarkston to see her grandbabies. She went every Friday; stayed the whole day—took me with her sometimes. She and her daughter Delores would sit on the front porch and sip iced tea and rock themselves dizzy while they watched Delores’s kids—mostly boys—wrestle on the dirt ground that used to have grass. I wanted to tell Pa, but he ran out the door before I had a chance to. I chased after him but couldn’t catch up; he was running two-forty.

			“Call an ambulance, Rebecca!” he shouted. Annie was flopping like a rag doll washed one time too many.

			“Miz Patterson!” Pa’s voice sounded like the low keys on a piano when he talked and when he bellowed it got deep as a pipe organ that had a bad cold. Miz Patterson was as close as we ever came to a neighborhood nurse. Everybody went to her house when they needed doctoring. There was a path to her door on account of it. She didn’t charge anything for her kindness. People gave her what they could; a cup of sugar, a few eggs, maybe a pound cake made with real butter. Bernice Harper gave her a banana crème pie when her son Willie fell over the handle bars of his bike and nearly bit his tongue off. After that, whenever I thought about Miz Patterson, that’s what was on my mind. So, my pa’s running over to her place, Annie’s choking, and I’m thinking about that creamy slice of pie she gave me.

			Pa ran back with Annie still hanging upside down. His face looked like a bear had scared him and his eyes agreed. At that tender age, I didn’t know there was a word for that look—my father was terrified. It certainly got my mind off that pie. Rebecca was on the big black phone with the operator trying to explain where Route 3, Box 949 was.

			“Well, it’s in Cold Rock, but it’s not on a street, ma’am,” she said. “It’s on a route! Ain’t you ever hear of a route? Who hired you anyway?” Rebecca yelled. “Our baby Annie’s dying. Get us a ambulance here, you ninny!”

			Pa heard it all and realized help was not coming anytime soon. The look on his face got worse. His eyes were crazed as a horse that’s been spooked by a snake. It scared me plenty. I dropped to my knees.

			“Pleasegodpleasegodpleasegodpleasegod…” I chanted, staring at Annie draped over Pa’s arm. She was limp as a stuffed toy that had lost all its filling.

			Pa stuck his thumb backwards down Annie’s throat. I remember being comforted by the fact it wasn’t me. Pa’s big thumb stuck backwards down Annie’s throat looked like a terrible way to die. But what do you know? That jelly bean popped right up out of her mouth! It spewed out with a bunch of vomit and splattered all over Mama’s clean linoleum floor. Annie started coughing real hard and crying. Pa said, “Sssshhhhh, you’re okay, baby. S’gonna be alright, now. Daddy’s got ya.” He hugged her to his chest and patted her softly on the back—like she was a China doll and would break—which I thought was very strange, seeing as he nearly pounded her to death when she was choking. Pa bent his head forward and buried his nose in her blonde curls. His shoulder muscles started dancing with each other.

			“Pa’s crying,” Rebecca whispered.

			“Don’t cry, Pa!” Clarissa said and ran over and wrapped herself around one of his legs. He reached down with his free hand and rubbed her head, but his shoulders never stopped moving. That started Clarissa wailing, which got me upset, seeing as she was the one I favored. I ran over and hugged her.

			Annie struggled to get free from Pa’s arms. He eased her down, then wiped his face with the big kerchief he always kept in his back pocket. Clarissa stepped back and looked up at him while Annie toddled about. Pa was taller than a cornstalk with legs as skinny as stilts. He reached down and dried Clarissa’s eyes. She was hiccupping and sucking her breath in and out. I rubbed her backside while Pa steadied Annie on her feet.

			“No need crying over sorry milk,” I said, and “Pretty is when pretty does,” and “Do like you said and not like I do.” I had the words a bit mixed up and most of their meanings were lost to me, but I liked how they sounded whenever Mama said them, and I was desperate to comfort Clarissa. There was something about the way she cried that day that made me think—if she kept it up—I might stop breathing.

			“It’s okay, ’Riss,” I said. “See?” I pointed to Annie wobbling across the floor. “Her face ain’t purple and her eyes ain’t lost in her head no more.” Clarissa looked up to where I was pointing, and Pa let go of her. I heard the air rush out of his chest. He sat down on our old maroon sofa and pulled a pack of Camels out of his shirt pocket. He tapped the bottom, pulled one loose, and slipped it into his mouth. Mama always said Pa’s hands were steady as rain, but when he flicked open his lighter they were bobbing like a fishing line with a bite on one end. It was the Zippo Mama gave him. He spun the wheel with his thumb, and a flame shot high into the air. Pa turned the lighter over, slipped his nail into a tiny groove on the head of a small screw, and twisted. Like magic the flame settled back down. He tilted his chin sideways, leaned forward, aimed the tip of cigarette into the fire, and sucked inward. I watched as the smoke curled into the tail of a cat, zigzagged upward and outward, then disappeared.

			“This the only other thing should be lighting your fire, hon’,” Mama said when he opened the shiny red box it came in one Christmas. They both laughed.

			“They have dumb jokes, don’t they?” Clarissa said, and I nodded.

			“You don’t neither one of you know nothing,” Rebecca butted in. “You’re the dumb ones.”

			Pa carried that lighter from then on. It had a shiny gold eagle on it that faded over time, but he said he would no more replace it than he would one of us. If he was up and dressed, we knew that lighter was in his back pocket. He had a habit of taking it out and snapping the top open and closed till it drove Mama batty, but we weren’t allowed to touch it.

			“Could burn the house down with this thing,” he told us.

			“I’m gonna burn you down, you don’t put it away and stop that racket,” Mama said. Then something bad happened between them, and Mama took back the lighter. We never saw it again.

			That day Annie choked, though, Pa still had it. He lit two Camels up, one right after the other, but he kept his eyes glued to Annie. She waddled over to where that jellybean lay in the middle of all that vomit, snatched it up, and aimed it straight for her mouth. Rebecca grabbed hold of her and slapped it out of her hand. Annie let out a howl like she always did when she didn’t get what she wanted.

			“Clarissa! You and Adie clean up that mess,” Rebecca said. Me and Clarissa were used to her bossing us around since Mama usually left Rebecca in charge and her standard warning was to mind her or else. Most of the time I did like she said, but I wondered why Clarissa did. They were the same age, except Mama said Rebecca came out first and was three minutes older.

			“Three minutes—that hardly counts!” I informed Mama and nearly got my head knocked off.

			“Clarissa doesn’t have to mind you,” I told Rebecca during another moment of defiance. “You’re not her boss; she’s the same age as you.”

			“Hush, you little brat,” Rebecca said, “and you do like you’re told ’fore I tell Ma you been sassing me while she’s gone. You won’t get no supper.” Mama was making macaroni and cheese, my favorite, so I immediately grew contrite, behaving like an absolute angel for the rest of the day. Don’t ask me why, but Clarissa always behaved, no matter what. Not me. It all depended on what was being offered for dinner. For instance, I hated cabbage. But Rebecca didn’t know it. I kept it to myself, and when I wanted to sass her good, I picked those nights so I’d get sent to bed early. It was a good deal for me. I didn’t have to do any dishes, I didn’t have to eat that darn cabbage that tasted so awful, and I got to lie in bed and read books for hours with no one pestering me.

			“You take that sassy mouth of yours to bed, missy,” Mama would say. “Won’t be no supper for you tonight. I’m making corn beef and cabbage, too.” I’d hang my head down and look real sad while I climbed the stairs that led to the bedroom we girls shared. It was next to Annie’s—which was really just a little sewing alcove that barely held her crib and a changing table. Mama and Papa had the bedroom downstairs. It faced the train tracks. Mama said the trains lulled her to sleep. But poor Pa, when the whistles blew in the night, he’d jump out of bed thinking it was the alarm clock. Took quite a few of them pesky wake-ups before he stopped getting dressed for work in the middle of the night.

			“I got to go in early enough as it is,” Pa announced loud enough that the neighbors would hear, if we’d had any. He repaired the machines over at the poultry plant. “I don’t need no dress rehearsals at three a.m. What the hell they put them dang tracks next to the house for?”

			“Charlie, them tracks was here first!” Mama said. “Now shush and go back to sleep. You forget I’m up same time as you? Who do you think fixes your lunchbox, the fairy lunchbox fixer?” By then we were all awake. Eventually, Pa adjusted to the shrill blast of the whistles as the night trains sailed through Cold Rock.

			As for me, I liked lying in bed and hearing the trains rumble past in the dark. On hot nights when the air was too thick to breathe, I’d settle in next to the windowsill, my knees resting on my pillow, my head cradled in my arms. In the fall there was a cool breeze when the cold winds blew down from the mountain. But the nights I remember best were the muggy ones when I couldn’t sleep, when the sheets were damp with sweat from Clarissa and Rebecca and me being scrunched too close together in the double bed. Pa had promised to build a bed for me and Clarissa that would fit under the eave, with a trundle bed that would slide out from beneath it. He never got around to it. The sticky bedcovers woke me before the train whistle ever got a chance. I’d kneel at the windowsill while the cicadas held their evening concert. A single magnolia tree rested at the side of the clapboard house. When the wind blew just right, its fragrance drifted into the room, rich and heavy as any treasure, and if I inhaled deeply, its sweet, musky scent made me dizzy. When I felt reckless, I kept breathing it in until my knees grew weak and I’d sink, half delirious, into the pillow parked on the floor. There, I watched the lights from the caboose twinkle past, pretending I was on it, headed to China or Africa or South America to be a missionary, like the women who visited us at Christ the King Holiness Church when they needed more money to carry on their services. Later when I found it took more than trains to get them to where they were going, I dreamt of planes and boats and anything that traveled to distant lands. I was going places; I was going to see the world. My dreams got bigger and brighter with each passing year.

			But for the time being, seeing as I had the entire world laid out for me up in that little bedroom crouched under the eave of our house, what with my books and the night trains and the future I painted, I planned out most of the times I wasn’t going to mind Rebecca and did it on a regular basis. I got out of doing a lot of dishes, and I ended up with much prettier hands than Rebecca. Hers were already beginning to look like Mama’s.

			Of course, all that misbehaving made me the black sheep of the family. I was always in trouble. I got extra skinny, too, since I missed more suppers than I ate, but I was the best-read one of the bunch. It’s a wonder not one of them ever caught on.

			“Girls, you stay off that sleep porch till it’s time for lights down,” Ma would tell Rebecca and Clarissa. “Teach her a thing or two about minding.” Clarissa was always quite sorrowful for me—she had such a tender heart. I could have told her Rebecca and Mama were just playing into my hands, but I knew she’d let it slip, so I didn’t. Not until we were grown. Then we laughed on it good, even Rebecca. But the day Annie choked was no laughing matter.

			We found out later that what Pa did—stuck his thumb down Annie’s throat—is the worst thing to do when someone’s choking. Well, Pa didn’t know that. He did what he thought he had to, and it saved Annie’s life. When Mama got home she hugged every one of us and said, “Well, sometimes the worst thing turns out to be the best thing.”

			Too bad it didn’t work out like that the next time Annie needed help. We’d gone up Cold Rock Mountain to fish and swim like we did many Sundays when the weather was nice. What happened changed all of us. But Uncle Burleigh said, “Didn’t change ya, it ruined ya,” as he sucked on the toothpick permanently housed in the corner of his mouth. “You won’t never be the same,” he added, “not none of you’s.”

			He kept running his big mouth—as usual—until I wanted to ram that toothpick into the soft spot at the base of his throat and make him take back every word.

			I hate to give that old codger credit, but turns out he was right. None of us was the same—not ever.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			I’m sure you’ve heard people say, “It’ll be just like old times.” Which is ridiculous—nothing can be like it was. They know that. Still, they say, “Come on over. It’ll be just like old times.” Maybe in the part of their brain that knows it won’t be, they can’t accept it, and their words come out of their mouth the way they live in their heart: a sweet memory, aching like a piece of candy that was always their favorite—and still is—only now it doesn’t taste near as good as they remember. Memories are as strange as they are powerful. They can rest in the gentlest part of your heart, docile and dormant for years, meek and mild as a baby lamb. And they can pounce without warning, as ferocious as a lion denied food and freedom. Annie’s a memory like that. My folks don’t talk about it, and Rebecca and Clarissa won’t admit to it, but that hardly means our wounds have been properly tended to. They’re right below the surface, raw as fresh-skinned knees.

			Annie died. Conversation regarding it ended soon after. We girls were very young. We had questions. It would have been much better and far healthier if we’d talked about it, placed Annie’s three years with us in a memory box where our wounds and our sorrow would be safe, and when our hearts ached too much we could have opened that box and shared what was in it with each other. I would have shared my favorite: Annie clomping about in Pa’s ancient four-buckle galoshes. She’d climb into those rubber boots—Pa wore a size thirteen, so they about covered her waist—buckle them up, and march around and around until she got so dizzy her eyes nearly spun off her face. Regaining her balance, she’d scramble to her feet for as many repeat performances as our stomachs or her begging would allow her. It never took much to keep her happy.

			Once she got into the pantry and tore the labels off all the cans. Winter wasn’t over. Even so, we’d already eaten all the vegetables Mama canned from the proceeds of her garden. We were down to eating the store-bought kind, the mason jars resting on the top shelf—sparkling clean and empty—waiting on next year’s crop.

			Annie scattered the labels she tore off the cans in every direction. The faded linoleum in the pantry was awash with color, pictures of peaches, tomatoes, green beans, beets, and fruit cocktail dressing the floor.

			“What a mess,” Mama said and proceeded to make a game of it.

			We took turns selecting three cans, and when it was our turn, we’d give them a good shake to guess what was inside. Usually we were wrong. No matter—whatever it was, that’s what we ate for supper. Pa wasn’t amused.

			“Brussels sprouts, corn, and peaches,” he said. “Didn’t we just have this last night?”

			“That was the night before, hon’,” Mama answered. “Last night was okra, black-eyed peas, and cranberries.” That was two of the better nights. One evening all three cans were the same. Beets, I think. “Well, lookie here,” Mama exclaimed, her trademark grin displaying dough-boy dimples. “What’s the odds of this happening?” Pretty good, I guess; it happened again a few days later.

			“Well,” she drawled, “they had a good special on beets. I reckon there’s plenty more.”

			It’d of been nice to have used those stories like a salve, slathered the hurt with it. Surely, it would have been a heap better thing to do—as Mama was fond of saying—than to let our silences deny she was ever ours. Annie was woven into the very blanket of our life; pretty hard to find which threads were hers and yank them out.

			“How come Mama and Daddy won’t talk about Annie?” I asked my aunt Olivia that first Christmas after she was gone.

			“It’s too soon, Adie,” she said. “Give it time.” So I gave it plenty of time. Months stretched into years. Aunt Olivia took sick and died—some kind of heart ailment they never knew she had—and still, we didn’t talk about Annie or what happened.

			“It’s all your fault,” Rebecca would have pointed out. “How do you live with yourself, anyway?” As if I do. Rebecca kept running tallies on what was and what wasn’t. She had all the answers and kept her words lined up like bullets to fire at you, if you were within range. There wasn’t but three words I recall that never came out of her mouth, “I” and “don’t” and “know.” Rebecca didn’t say those words for the obvious reasons. Whenever Clarissa and I came across something we thought might stump her, Rebecca’d say, “That’s for me to know and you to find out!” And she’d flounce her red hair off her shoulders and march out of the room with her head tilted up like she was the Queen of Sheba and we were her servants. Used to irk me good. Mostly because her hair was so pretty and I liked the way it bounced when she twirled around. Mine was thin and stringy like Pa’s and never did that. But it was hard for me to tell for sure. When I whirled about in the mirror, I could never get a good look at the back. I had a terrible fixation about it during my developing years when I was trying to figure out whether I was true ugly or just sorrowful plain. This book I read said to uncover your best feature and concentrate on that. I figured if my hair was my best one, I wouldn’t have to stare in the mirror any longer to decide upon another, which was pretty much depressing me since none seemed apparent. Which brings back another thing about Rebecca that irked me—there wasn’t one spot on her face that wasn’t her best part. And she knew it, but how could she not? She had eyes. Still, she didn’t have to act so stuck on herself because of it.

			Rebecca was the smartest girl in her class, too—got all As. She could have gone to a college. The counselor at school said she’d help her apply for a scholarship and started the paperwork. Before the ink was dry, Rebecca discovered she liked boys better than she liked books. She made other plans, which caused her a lot of grief. But you can’t tell a girl who knows everything what to do. Turns out, she knew a lot more at a young age than we gave her credit for. Years later when she told me what she’d been hiding, it made my stomach forget where it lived.

			“You should have told Mama and Daddy.”

			“He said if I did, the state would take us kids away.”

			“And you believed him.” She nodded, and let more tears fall than I figured heaven had rain. I hugged her like I was the big sister and rocked her like she was a much younger one with her first broken heart.

			“By the time I was old enough to figure out it was him they’d have taken, he was dead. Why tell and cause more grief?” Rebecca said and left to go back to work. But, all that sharing came later. Before that, mostly me and Rebecca wanted to stick knives in each other.

			Anyway, Rebecca quit school her junior year and ran off with Riley Hooper. They started up a family quick as you can sneeze.

			“Riley’s a freight train loaded with promise,” Rebecca boasted.

			“Might could be,” Uncle Burleigh said, “but he ain’t never on the right track.” Riley took off two years later with a caboose who’d been tagging along the whole time named Roxanne. Rebecca had one little boy and was fixing to have another when Riley left. She came back home for a while, and Mama took care of Riley Jr. while Rebecca worked and took some night classes to get her high school diploma. Daddy said, “You took the road to misery, girl.”

			“Oh, Charlie, hush! She took the scenic route, is all,” Mama said, her green eyes—Pa said she stole ’em from a cat—flashing even greener as they pounced on him with a message he best be quiet. She liked spoiling Riley Jr. and tried to as best she could. We didn’t mind. He was a sweet little guy, and we felt bad for him with his pa running off. A couple months later Rebecca moved out and nearly broke Mama’s heart when she took little Riley with her. Rebecca had a new man in her life—Delbert Coffee—before the baby she was carrying from Riley Sr. was even due to be born.

			Delbert was a locksmith and had his own business. Rebecca said she was really coming up in the world and ran around with her nose in the air. Mama said, “Well, la-dee-da! Sitting in the hen house don’t make you a chicken.”

			Things didn’t go well for Rebecca with Delbert like she counted on. She lost the baby a few weeks after they got married. Said she fell down the back porch steps carrying out the laundry to hang on the line. But the doctor caring for her told Mama she took a mean hit in the belly, one so bad he could see the bruise mark on the sac holding the baby. Mama suspected Delbert punched her in the stomach because he didn’t want another kid around that wasn’t his. He treated Riley Jr. real bad, called him a “dumb shit” and slapped him in the head when Rebecca wasn’t around. Pa never found out and I was afraid to tell him. He’d have made sure Delbert didn’t use his hands again for anything except pushing around his own wheelchair. Two months after losing the baby, Rebecca was pregnant again.

			“Maybe it’s for the best,” Mama said. “Better chance he’ll treat this one right, being as it’s his.” Rebecca had another baby boy and named him Clayton, after Delbert’s pa who set him up with the locksmith business. Then a year later they had another and named him Girard, after no one in particular. Delbert strutted around like he’d invented baby-making. Mostly he was real jealous and never let Rebecca out of his sight. She was still as pretty as ever, and if you looked at her shape you would never guess that she’d had one baby, let alone three.

			If you ask me, Delbert was one sick puppy. He had all these rules. When Rebecca took the car to visit Mama or to get groceries—whatever—he kept track of the mileage to see if it all added up. And he made her write down where she was every minute of the day. So that marriage didn’t last either. When Pa asked, “What’s the story this time?” Rebecca said, “I ran out of paper.” Mama said, “It’s complicated, hon’, and I ain’t got time to explain. I got cranberry-pepper jelly to get started if we’re gonna have any extra money for Christmas. Don’t none of you be bothering me, now.”

			Mama busied herself with her jams and jellies a lot, until life turned sour. Then she started making pickles and relish; anything that called for vinegar. We sure missed her jams, but her fruit pickles were a nice touch. They went especially well with pork. She’d save a jar or two and slap one down on the table every now and then.

			So, Rebecca gave Delbert a divorce that Christmas, and he gave her twenty-five dollars a week and two nice brothers for Riley Jr.

			“Those three little guys are worth all the trouble I been through to get ’em, so don’t talk to me no more about them poor choices you think I made and how I ruined the best years of my life,” she told Pa when he razzed her. Later, Rebecca got a bit wild. Pa said, “Fool girl. Runs after every man don’t have a ring on and can’t keep his pants on.”

			I guess Rebecca thought a man would make up for the hole in her that needed filling. Clarissa filled hers with food, and I filled mine with guilt. Years later, me and Clarissa talked about that—the empty spots in us that grew hungrier with time.

			Rebecca said it was poppycock. “The empty holes is in your heads!” she said, which made me mad, since she butted right in on our conversation

			“Who are you to talk?” I said. “You got yourself three boys by two different daddies, and you’re not married anymore to either one of them. And according to Pa you’re on the prowl for another.” It was a mean thing to say. I told her later I was sorry, but careless words can do more damage than a hurricane, and no amount of apologizing is going to fix the damage. All you can do is level the land and start rebuilding.

			Clarissa, on the other hand, could have filled in for St. Francis of Assisi, if ever he wanted a day off. She never said anything bad to anyone about anything. Maybe she should have. She let others do the talking. And while they talked she ate—and ate. Eventually she had so many pounds to lose to even get close to being a normal size that it’s possible she kept eating because of that.

			“At least I don’t have any more holes that need filling, Adie,” she told me. “Every single one’s plumb full up with cakes, pies, and cookies!” She laughed when she said it, but any fool could see her face was lying.

			“And if I get me a new spot feels empty, I’ll just start in on the chips and dip,” she added and bowled over like she’d told a really good joke. She had herself a giggle fit until tears poured down her face.

			“Good golly,” she said, “I’m laughing so hard I’m crying. You see that?” I saw a bit more than I cared to.

			I probably should have helped Rebecca and Clarissa sort through their problems and find some answers. I loved them plenty, even Rebecca with her sassy ole mouth. And I’d taken my education, limited as it was, more serious than they had, so I might have had a bit more wisdom. Still, I was a mess. Mostly, I was afraid of turning into one of those people who get all fired up over fixing someone else’s problems when they have the same ones, and a worse case of them at that. Mama said those kind are “more pesky than the Jehovah’s Witnesses” that came calling at the door.

			“At least them Jehovah’s got good hearts. They’re only trying to save your soul. Them others don’t all have their rocks in a row. All they got is a bunch of opinions that make matters worse,” she said. “Stay out of people’s business.”

			It sounded like good advice. Not to say I didn’t look for some answers. This one particular book I read on neurosis said to find the root of the sorrow from childhood and unravel the mystery from there—then took up two-hundred and seventy-three pages to say it, and not much else. It was a national bestseller. I wasted three dollars and ninety-five cents on that one, and so did plenty other folks. Somebody should have written a book about the people who bought it, read it, and made it a bestseller, and then printed their comments. Now that would have made an interesting book. It might have included better information on how to get to the root of one’s sorrow, too, seeing as when you ask most folks their opinion on something, they’re usually more than happy to oblige you. And a lot of them can’t shut up and will give you their thoughts on something else while they’re it. Especially women—Pa calls it double “indemlady.”

			“They discovered it in France,” he said, explaining that it meant “in them ladies” and was a condition women were afflicted with after they got married.

			“All them that has it don’t have no shut-off valve in their brain, so they drip, drip, drip,” Pa explained. “Drives a man to drink.”

			“Charlie, you telling that garbage to them girls again?” Mama yelled. She was ironing our school dresses but always kept an ear out. “I swear you are flat out gonna have them so messed up.” She finished with Clarissa’s and started in on one of mine, the purple plaid hand-me-down I hated. “Why just last week, I read this here article and it said—”

			“What I tell you?” Pa interrupted. “Drip, drip, drip,” and he winked.

			I spent plenty of dollars on some other books before I realized the people writing them meant well but they weren’t being too helpful. They talked about uncovering the root source, but they didn’t give much instruction as to what to do once you did. I already knew our problem was not just losing Annie but the way we lost her, too. Where to go from there was a total mystery, so I gave up on helping Rebecca and Clarissa.

			It came to me during catechism classes when I was studying to be confirmed in the Lutheran church. We went over the part about not pointing out the log in another person’s eye if you have two in your own. Mama had switched us out of the Holiness Church when they informed her that makeup and movies were both serious sins.

			“I can do without the movies,” Mama said, “but why in heaven do I have to go without cosmetics?”

			“They want you to scare hell out of everybody,” Pa said. “Makes their jobs easier.”

			The Holiness ladies told Mama to concentrate on her spiritual body and to think of her earthly body as the temple of the Lord.

			“Is that so?” Mama said.

			“That’s right, Sister Thacker,” this Holiness woman said, who had her hair piled two feet on top of her head on account it had never been cut since the day she grew it, and Pa said she was older than rocks, so it was probably down to China and if she ever took it down the earth would tilt, so stay away from her and her kind or we would fall off the edge of the planet. How could we stay clear? Everywhere we looked, the place was plumb full up with women who had those same hair towers. Clarissa and I were terrified the whole time we were at that crazy church. Every time we walked through the door, we clung to each other like lint on a sweater.

			“If we fall off the planet, Adie,” Clarissa said, “we gonna do it together, okay?”

			One of the women in the group showed Mama the exact page the scripture verse was on, about our bodies being a temple. Mama read it over and admitted it was all there, just as she said.

			“I told you,” this other Holiness woman said, who was three times the size of Mama. I wondered why she didn’t stay clear of the sin that said not to eat too much.

			“Well, this temple of mine looks a whole lot better with some paint slapped on it,” Mama said. “And if you don’t mind my saying so, yours would too.”

			“Well, I never—” the fat one said. Another butted in, “The Devil is working his evil deeds! Form a prayer circle, sisters! Hurry!”

			The women surrounded Mama and one laid hands on her head and pressed down so hard her knuckles turned white. They started praying in tongues, supposedly so the Devil couldn’t understand what they were saying. The first time I ever heard these folks do that, some of them were dancing with their arms raised up high. A few dropped to the floor and moaned while they twisted their bodies all around in a circle. Me and Clarissa started crying, and Rebecca told Mama somebody better call an ambulance.

			“They’re having some kind of fit, or maybe they been poisoned,” she said.

			Mama said to hush up. “This here’s how they worship.”

			I told Pa when we got home that Mama had lost her mind. She’d joined us up with a church that accepted crazy folks who babbled and had fits, and the minister let them flop all over the room.

			“Do we have to keep going, Pa?” Clarissa said.

			“I think it’s fun,” Rebecca said.

			“Hhmmff,” Pa snorted, and went back to his paper.

			A few weeks later Mama told the Holiness ladies, “All this praying in tongues is driving me batty. I grant you the Devil don’t know what you’re saying, but I don’t know what you’re saying neither.” She grabbed Clarissa’s hand—who grabbed hold of mine—and motioned with her head for Rebecca to follow.

			“Nothing against you personal, mind you,” Mama said. “Me and my girls are going on over to that Lutheran church down on South Street where they pray in English.” True to her word, Mama took us over to Good Shepherd. It was the last time I saw the Holiness ladies. They were standing outside the front door of the white frame church. The paint was peeling and the latches were rusty. They looked so forlorn all lined up in a row with their hair towers and their long dresses that had the white crocheted collars, their lips pursed tight together like they’d each bitten off a piece of the same sour pickle. I thought about those scary Holiness ladies each time Mama got the bowls out to cut our hair. She was never any good at it. Pa agreed and said persons with hormones weren’t safe to be around when they had sharp objects in their hands.

			“That’s why we menfolk that got any brains stay out of the kitchen when they’re cooking,” he said.

			“What’s hormones, Pa?” I asked.

			“These particles floating around in women that stir up all kinds of trouble.”

			I asked Mama if that was true. She said Pa was exaggerating, as usual. It was all part of a woman’s monthly pain.

			“What’s that?” I wanted to know. “And why’s it called a monthly pain?”

			“’Cause mental illness was already taken,” Pa said and laughed.

			Mama put her hands on her hips and gave him a look that said he best get out of her kitchen if he wanted to keep living. I was sure they were crazy and so fearful I’d catch whatever it was that drove them there that I hid in the bedroom.

			Pa went down and had his hair cut at Fishburn’s Barber Shop. Mama coaxed me back into the kitchen and cut mine.

			“How many inches has it grown?”

			“A good bit,” she said. I sat still as possible—hoping my bangs would turn out even, for once—and studied on how long the Holiness ladies’ hair might have grown by then.

			“All done,” Mama exclaimed. I ran back to my room and looked in the mirror to see which one of the Stooges stared back. Then I kneeled down next to the bed and prayed that the Holiness ladies would repent and cut all their hair so the earth wouldn’t tilt. When six haircuts went by and we didn’t fall off the edge, I figured they had—or maybe they’d died.

			I thanked God and told him it didn’t matter which.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			A week after we left the Holiness Church, Mama dragged out her nail polish and explained to Pa that the new church didn’t have any rules against it. We older girls were doing the supper dishes. Annie was still with us. She was standing on a chair begging to help. Rebecca picked her up and plopped her on the floor, then fished a metal pot out of the rinse water and handed it to her to dry. She took to the task in earnest, her concentration stamped on her face like postage, the tip of her tongue protruding from the corner of her mouth, her pudgy fingers dragging the dishcloth haphazardly back and forth and up and down the curves of the battered old pan’s surface.

			“I done!” she beamed and held it up for one of us to retrieve. I handed her another. Annie looked like Sally in the Dick and Jane books they taught us to read from at school. I told my teacher, “I think they had her in mind. I’m pretty sure they did.”

			The teacher smiled and nodded agreeably, but all the kids laughed. My glee quickly dissolved into embarrassment.

			I handed Annie the lids to the pots she’d already dried, thinking about how happy I was to have a little sister nearly identical to the one featured in our reading primer, determined to bring a picture to school and show the kids making fun of me that I was telling the truth. I never did, since none of the handful of black and white snapshots substantiated my theory.

			Annie finished with her task and tossed aside the lids. I picked her up and danced her around the kitchen, her giggles filling the room. Clarissa took over when I ran out of steam, and Rebecca stepped in when Clarissa did too. Annie was almost three and quite an armful. Back and forth we pranced about the room, having no way of knowing that in less than three weeks she wouldn’t be with us anymore.

			Mama prattled on; polish in hand, her fingertips pink as cherry popsicles.

			“They got fewer sins over at Good Shepherd Lutheran,” she announced. “They even play cards.”

			“Zat so,” Pa said.

			“You should come along.”

			“Forget it. I been to one of them Lutheran churches. They’s too long-winded with their sermons.”

			“Well, the Catholics give a real short one. And you can drink and smoke. But you got to go to confession once a week,” she said and waved her nails through the air. “Would you rather go there?”

			Pa didn’t answer. He turned the television on and popped open a can of beer.

			“Well?” she said.

			“Well what?” he said and sank into his favorite chair.

			“Would you rather join the Catholic Church?” Mama asked.

			Pa leaned over to change the TV channel. “I’d rather be hung from my thumbs and whacked on my pecker!”

			Mama smacked him right on top of the head and ordered us out of the room, pronto.

			Annie ran around the house jabbering, “Pecker, pecker,” until Mama nearly stopped breathing.

			“Charlie!” she said. “What in holy heaven am I gonna do when it pops out of her mouth in church? Huh?”

			“She’d forget all about it,” Pa said, “if you’d stop making such a big deal out of it.” He was reading the paper and had the lampshade over his head twisted out of place so more light would shine on the pages.

			“Well, she ain’t so far,” Mama snapped, and straightened up the shade.

			“Then get her one them picture books got the birds in it and show her the kind taps on wood.” Pa said. “Dad blame it, Ruby, how kin I read half in the dark?” He brushed her arm aside and put the shade back the way he liked it.

			“You mean the woodpeckers?” Mama said.

			“You know another kind does the same thing?” Pa shook his head sideways, gave the ceiling a quick glance, and stuck his nose back in the paper.

			“That just might do it, hon’,” Mama said and patted his arm. She fussed over the lampshade a bit like she was trying to get it back to the exact position it was in before she moved it. Quick as a blink, Pa was back in her good graces.

			“I’m gonna take ever one them ladies in the sewing circle a jar of my special ginger peach preserves, just in case,” Mama said.

			* * * 

			It wasn’t but three weeks later that Annie died. That’s when Mama took the Zippo back.

			“Looks like you haven’t been needing this to light your fire,” she said, and they stopped talking to each other. Then Mama read a magazine article that said unresolved grief could lead to mental illness, and she decided to talk to Pa again, even if he didn’t talk back.

			“If he wants to go insane, that’s his business,” she said.

			He wanted to go to the Red Rooster. And he did, every night after supper. Mama called it a dirty-foot beer joint. Pa asked her to come along.

			“It’s a dump. Has more drunks and loose women than it has stools,” Mama said. “Why do you waste your time there, anyhow?”

			“It takes my mind off things, Ruby,” Pa said.

			“Only thing that place takes is your money.” Mama said. “No sense in me going and have it take more.”

			She never went with him. That was the good part. She didn’t call him “hon” anymore, either. Funny how one little ole word can make such a difference in what goes on in a household. It was 1957. Three years later Mama got caught up in Kennedy fever.

			Before the Kennedys made it to the White House, Mama didn’t much care for politics or any of the men involved in it. According to her, Republicans were elephant butts and Democrats were donkey’s asses.

			“I don’t care to be neither,” she said and voted an independent ticket. That is until Jack Kennedy ran for president and Mama discovered Jackie.

			“Finally,” Mama said. “A man for the middle class”—which Pa insisted we weren’t part of to begin with.

			“What are we then, Einstein?” Mama asked.

			“Upper poor,” he said.

			Mama got out her sewing machine and tried to copy just about everything Jackie wore. Pa said we didn’t have money to be buying any fancy fabric with. That didn’t stop Mama. She just bought the cheapest ones she could find, usually crazy cotton prints no one wanted, so they were on sale. Even so, Pa said we’d be in the poor house by the time the Kennedys left office.

			Mama was especially crazy about the pillbox hats Jackie wore. “Not every woman can wear them, you know,” she said. “Takes a certain bone structure.” Whatever type that was, Mama figured she had it. Every one of the dresses she made had its own matching pillbox hat, but they didn’t look much like Jackie’s. Mama used Pa’s baseball caps as a base. She cut the bills off and covered what was left in whatever fabric she was working on at the time. She used some stiff interfacing material to make them a bit more square on top. Still, they were sorrowful to look on. Daddy knew when Mama was working on a new dress. Another one of his caps would disappear. He’d find the piece she cut off outside in the trash can.

			“Doggone it, Ruby! You cut up my fish-hook one. Can’t you leave one dang cap of mine be?”

			“You can have this one back,” she said and tossed it to him. “I can’t get the smell out of it.” Mama had sprayed it with Avon’s Unforgettable for an entire week before she gave up and put it back the way she found it, minus the bill. Pa stuck his fishhooks back in it and wore it as usual, except by then it was a skullcap. Pa bought himself a big pair of aviator sunglasses to shade his eyes.

			“You look like a Rabbi having an identity crisis,” Mama said. “Throw that thing out.”

			“And you look like Jackie Kennedy having a nervous breakdown,” Pa said. “So we’s even.”

			Pa had a point. The cotton prints Mama used for her “Jackie” dresses would have made fine kitchen curtains. They were peppered with roosters or clocks or pots and pans. This pink one she loved had some kind of bath products speckled all over it—a mitt, dusting-powder boxes, and perfume bottles. Still, it was nice to see Mama happy again. And I’m especially grateful to Jackie Kennedy to this very day. After we buried Annie, Mama got very depressed and stayed depressed. Six years later, when she saw how Jackie carried the nation and stood tall for her children when the president was shot and killed, Mama tried to pattern herself after that memory. She carried on for us as best she could from then on. Even so, things were bad, especially since Pa took his refuge in booze.

			There were times I got away from what happened up on Cold Rock Mountain that last Sunday we had Annie with us. I’d go to sleep pretending it all turned out different. Annie didn’t die. We came down the mountain the same as we went up, Louise and Red, Mama and Daddy, Clarissa, Rebecca, and Annie and me—a family like we were before. We’d say what a fine day it had been, Uncle Red and Pa bragging over who caught the most fish, Mama hugging Aunt Louise and telling her to come by in the morning for coffee. I’d wake in the morning believing it was real, that Annie was still with us. But the moment I’d fully open my eyes, my stomach would sink, remembering she wasn’t.

			Willa Mae said to be grateful for dreams. “Dreams is good,” she said. “They lets you pretend till you no longer needs to.”

			Forgive me. I’m getting ahead of myself. Willa Mae and her words of comfort came much later. The fact of the matter is, we went up Cold Rock Mountain that beautiful spring Sunday, and we had Annie with us. And when we came down, we didn’t. Who we were—and what we became—might well depend on which one of us you ask.

			But I’m the only one who saw what happened. The others got told a story of what happened. There’s a big difference.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Four

			I find it peculiar that one person’s decision can affect another person’s life even when they don’t know each other from Adam’s cat to begin with. Take Buck Jenkins’s daddy. He came to Cold Rock looking for work and better pay in the carpet mills that sprung up all over Dalton. We had plenty of chicken processing plants, too, but Mr. Jenkins got a better opportunity at one of the mills. So when I was fifteen, Buck and his family moved here, and he turned perfectly normal girls into ones that drooled. They huddled in groups along the halls when he walked past and whispered they could live on his knee-quiver good looks and wide-shouldered body forever. Never need food again. Seemed rather silly, but they were older and popular, so I agreed with them. Mama said, “Only fools live on love, and they don’t live long.”

			Course, I was crazy for Buck, too. I just never drooled over him, not at school anyway. Why bother? He wasn’t about to notice me back, but I made up for it at home. I couldn’t stop talking about him. Every other word that came out of my mouth had his name attached to it.

			“Buck, Buck, Buck,” Mama said. “You sound like a chicken.”

			“He’s perfect for me, Mama.”

			“His kind chases everything that grows breasts,” she said.

			“I hope not,” I said. “That’s a big percentage of the population.”

			“He thinks he looks like Elvis,” Rebecca said.

			“He does!” I said. “He even has his hair.”

			“That’s the only thing he has,” Rebecca said. “That, and a high opinion of himself.”

			“You should see an eye doctor,” I said. “You need your eyes examined.”

			“You should see a psychologist,” she said. “You need your head examined!” she answered.

			“Keep it up!” Mama said, “You ain’t, neither one of you, gonna see daylight.”

			She had a hammer in her hand. She was cracking up kernels for some type of jam that called for brandy and planned on selling out of it at the fall festival that next week.

			“All this racket. I can’t hear myself count. No telling how many tablespoons of brandy I put in this prune conserve.” She studied on it for a minute and then tossed in two more tablespoons.

			“This better be right or they’ll all wind up drunk on their ears.”

			Rebecca and I got out of there before she put us to work pitting prunes and sterilizing jars. Mama worked on her jam, and I worked on making myself look like Priscilla Presley, thinking I might get Buck’s attention. I even bought two magazines that had some real pretty pictures of her in them. I showed Mama the one I liked best and asked if I could dye my hair black like Priscilla’s. According to Rebecca, mine was mousy brunette, and that was when she was being kind. Otherwise it was baby-turd brown. Mama said, “You turn your hair that color, and I’ll turn your other end a color to match.” So it didn’t work out. The store wouldn’t give me my money back, either. I told the lady there I hadn’t read any of the articles, just looked at the pictures, and folks do that right there in her store all the time to see if they want to buy them.

			“And I got a store policy once they do,” she said.

			“And what is that?”

			“Posted right there on the rack.” I went over and stood on my tiptoes and read the card taped to the top shelf. No loitering, no food, no drink, no refunds.

			“Well, thank you very much anyways,” I said and hurried to get out of there before my cheeks turned red as Rudolph’s nose. I hated that almost as much as I hated cabbage. It felt like a lit match was being held too close to my skin. It happened a lot. Other times, my face wasn’t bad. I had black-brown eyes shaped like the moon, and thank goodness to gracious, Mama’s turned-up nose. Pa’s was the size of a hawk and near shaped like one, too. Not one of us girls got that nose. Mama said it was a miracle. Pa said she had nightmares every time she got pregnant. Mama said no wonder. “I was scared silly I’d have boy babies sprouting button noses and girl ones with beaks.”

			“Praise the Lord,” Mama told us she shouted when each of us was born. “I ain’t asking for nothing else so long as I live!”

			I left the drugstore thinking up other ways I might get Buck’s attention. Seeing as all the girls were after him, I only had to compete with fifty-nine others, if I didn’t count Rebecca and Clarissa, which I didn’t, since Rebecca wasn’t interested; she had just met Riley, the one she later ran off with. And I didn’t count Clarissa, because we had an honor pact that we wouldn’t go for the same boy at the same time for as long as it took us to find one.

			I couldn’t come up with a way to get Buck to notice me, so I stopped trying and let the others chase after him. Not to say I stopped caring. I just watched and studied from the sidelines. You can learn a lot about a person doing that. When Buck groomed his hair, which was basically whenever he breathed, he’d do it with two quick snaps of his wrist, his lips pursed together and his chin jutting out a bit. Then he’d dangle his index fingers in his back pockets and saunter along, his knees flexed, his hips lagging behind like they were bones worthy of worship and would catch up with the rest of him once the girls took proper notice. Looked so silly. But you know, sometimes it even got to me.

			Buck treated Jackson High like his own personal flower garden. That was irritating, but the girls didn’t care. They just lined up, begging to be plucked. I never lined up, but I was hopeful, and eventually he got around to me. Rebecca said he just ran out of girls.

			“You’re the only one left he ain’t gone steady with. You better watch it,” she said. When he asked me if I wanted to wear his ring, I asked if he was asking for a joke.

			“I’m asking for real,” he said, and I said yes quicker than you can blink. Buck paid me so much attention and gave me so many compliments Mama said to be careful which ones I believed. My head was liable to swell up and I’d look like a freak. Overnight, everything changed for me. I was somebody. Even the girls at school took notice of me, which gave me a new appreciation of myself. It’s sad to think it took a boy liking me to help me like myself, but that’s how it was, so why lie? When I looked in the mirror, a different me looked back. My skin was pale and pink and smooth. Before, I’d thought it was flat and blank and pasty. Buck said my face was almost his favorite part.

			“But I got two spots further down to consider,” he joked. I smacked him in the arm for that. I was very self-conscious about my breasts. They didn’t stop growing till they were the size of cantaloupes. The only bras the stores had that fit me were ones with four hooks in the back. They looked like armor. Once, this fat kid, Luke Bertram, snapped it. I thought a slingshot had slung me into a wall, and I turned around to see who fired it. I took to wearing undershirts over them after that, so no one could see the outline of those dumb looking brassieres through my blouses.

			But it was heaven having Mama’s creamy skin and dimpled smile. People at church said, “She could have spit you out whole!” True, I wasn’t anywhere near as pretty as Rebecca or some of the girls in school, but I wasn’t ugly anymore, either. I had a hard time understanding it at the time, since the year before, and the ones before that, I’d been pitiful. Mama said, “You were a little bud is all, Adie, and now you bloomed.”

			Buck spent all of his growing up years in Hog Gap, which sat on the top end of the Blue Ridge Mountains of north Georgia. Cold Rock was on the south end and not near as isolated. If they’d taken the time and money to build a road through Cold Rock Mountain, Daddy said the towns wouldn’t be but thirty miles apart. But they didn’t, and you had to drive clear around the mountain to get from one to the other, about a hundred miles.

			Buck’s daddy, Mr. Jenkins, took to going to the VFW dances every Saturday night. He never took Buck’s mama with him, and he met this woman Norma, who served the beer there, and eventually run off with her. Buck said she was pretty much a looker.

			“Daddy never could pass up one of them.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			“Oh, he’s been carrying on with women ever since I was old enough to notice they’re different than men.”

			That should have given me fair warning that getting mixed up with a beau like Buck, who came from a pa who didn’t put much stock in being loyal, would be a sure road to misery, but I didn’t understand the connection at the time.

			“This the first one he run off with,” Buck said. “Crossed the line this time.” Most of the people in town were busy exercising their tongues, something they did real regular. You’d think they enjoyed other folk’s misery. I felt right bad for Buck’s mama. But then I hadn’t met her yet. When I did, truth be told, I wondered why his pa never left sooner. “She likes being a long-suffering woman,” Buck said. “Looong-suffering. But I ain’t gonna tell you all my pa put her through, so don’t ask.”

			I nodded like I understood everything he was saying, and I certainly didn’t know much of anything concerning the matter. Didn’t even think about the fact that the sins of the father mostly plant their seeds in the hearts of the son.

			“You know, whenever Pa dallied before, he usually come back the next day; if not then, at least a day or two later. Ma’d just wait it out, let him get whoever it was out of his system. She was used to it. This time he ain’t come back. It’s killing her.”

			“Maybe this Norma lady’s the kind takes longer,” I said.

			“Takes longer for what?”

			“For her to get out of your pa’s system.”

			“Maybe so,” Buck said.

			But weeks went by and Buck’s pa never showed up. His ma got tired of the long part on the suffering. She told Buck they should move on back to Hog Gap. That was about the time Buck took me home to meet her. It was right after he asked me to go steady and I said yes. He gave me his ring to wear, and I had two miles of yarn wrapped around it so it wouldn’t slide off my finger. Buck picked me up and we drove out to where they lived on the edge of town. It was a tiny place, smaller than ours even, but there was only the three of them by then—Buck, his brother Austin, and his mama—so they made do. Austin was a couple years older than Buck. He near died right before they first come to Cold Rock. Talk was a man beat him in the head with a shovel, but for some reason, no one ever did anything about it.

			“It’s bad,” Buck said. “Got hisself a baby’s brain. Just don’t stare at him though. Makes Ma mad.”

			“Oh, I’d never do that,” I said.

			“I told Ma I was bringing ya by.”

			“Think she’ll like me okay?”

			“Hard to tell. She ain’t never liked nobody else I brought home.” Buck had his arm around me and was driving one-handed.

			“Maybe this isn’t a good time for me to meet her,” I said and sat up straight and turned toward him. “We should wait until Austin gets better.”

			“Adie,” Buck said, “Austin ain’t getting better.” He glanced over at me. “Ever.”

			“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry. Still—”

			“This as good a time as any.”

			“Maybe we should think on this a bit,” I said. “She’s only got you, now.”

			Buck pulled into a driveway riddled with potholes, where a brand new baby blue Thunderbird sat, looking right peculiar next to a run-down house.

			“Too late. We’re here,” Buck said.

			Verna Jenkins was standing on the cement stoop waiting on us. She was tall and large-boned like Buck, and I saw right off he had her nose. He had her eyes, too. Only Buck’s were large and brown as a Black Angus bull. Verna’s were the same color, but they were small and beady. Looked like they’d fit better on one of them pit bull dogs. I got a bad shiver just looking at her.

			She shook my hand when Buck introduced us. It got lost in hers and she clamped down hard. I wanted to rub my knuckles when she finally let go, but I thought better of it. She looked like the type that might take offense.

			“This is Adie,” Buck said.

			Verna wiped her liver-spotted hands on her apron, which struck me as something she maybe should have done before we shook hands, seeing as now I had something sticky on mine. Then she put her hands on her hips and looked me over good with her lips pinched together tight. She didn’t say anything. So I said, “How do, Miz Jenkins. Please to meet you.” She nodded.

			“I brought you a jar of jam.” I held it out to her. “It’s real good. Mama sold every one of them at the festival last year except for this one. Has some brandy in it. Hope you don’t mind. Daddy said it all gets cooked down so it won’t make you drunk or nothing.” I was so nervous I couldn’t get my mouth to shut up. Verna took hold of the jar, turned it over, and read Mama’s hand-printed label.

			“Prune Conserve,” she said. “What’s it for, constipation?”

			“Oh no, ma’am,” I said. “It’s for toast.” Verna tossed her head back and laughed.

			“Told you she was something, Ma,” Buck said. I guess she liked me okay. She didn’t say anything to make me think otherwise, just opened the screen door and motioned me on in. “I got to feed Austin,” she said. “Have a seat.” She pointed to a chrome kitchen chair with gray plastic upholstery that had seen better years. She sat down at the table next to a full-grown man who resembled Buck. He was tied to the chair with a jump rope.

			“Time to eat, Austin. Open up; I ain’t got all day,” she said and spooned in a tablespoon of puréed yellow food that looked to be squash, but could have been sweet potatoes. Austin gagged, and the glob she’d pushed in fell out on his stubbly chin. It was real sorrowful. He was wearing a giant bib made from a cotton terry towel. Verna was hand-feeding him like an infant, and the poor fella needed a shave. She scooped up the mush he’d spit out and shoved it back in.

			“Eat, Austin,” she said. He swallowed hard and that lumpy glob of yellow goop disappeared. He spit it out a second time, twisted his mouth wide open, and rubbed his eyes with his fists. I watched him cry like a baby that had lost his bottle.

			“Stop that now!” she said and took the corner of the huge bib tucked around his neck and wiped his mouth.

			Austin pulled away and shoved the bowl of food off the edge of the table. I caught it before it hit the floor but most of it landed in my lap. I scooped it up best I could and put it back in the bowl. It was cold.

			“Here.” Verna handed me a dishcloth. “Wipe yerself off. There’s soap and water in the sink bowl.” Austin was crying and banging the table with one fist and chewing on his other.

			“He might would eat this better, ma’am,” I said, “if it were heat up a bit, don’t you think?”

			Verna gave me a look instead of an answer, and I’m sure, not her best one. Any chance I had of endearing myself to her went to the dogs along with the puréed supper she’d tried to feed Austin. She grabbed the bowl out of my hands and plopped it on the floor. One of her feet sent it sliding over to the hounds. They liked it fine.

			“How old’re you, girl?” Verna asked me.

			“Seventeen,” I said. “Well, almost.”

			“So, yer sixteen?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Too young for my boy. He’s near a man. What’s your daddy letting you see a grown man for? Ain’t you been brought up right?”

			“Oh yes, ma’am. I’ve been brought up fine,” I said. “How old’s Buck anyway?” I already knew he was seventeen. At least that’s what he told me.

			“Eighteen come July.” It was March.

			“Well, he don’t act it,” I said. “My pa might not have noticed.”

			“Hhmff!” she said and got herself a bottle of ginger ale from their icebox. I waited, hoping she might offer me one. Guess they were out, because she didn’t.

			“Why don’t you two gals get acquainted,” Buck said. “I got me some things to take care of.”

			“Tie Austin in his swing out back ’fore you go,” Verna said.

			Buck guided Austin outside. He waddled like a toddler who’d just learned to walk. Buck held his hand and coaxed him along. He was so tender with him my eyes smarted.

			“We’re gonna go swing, Austin,” he said. “Come on. Gonna go swing!” Austin was all smiles. Some noises come up from his throat I couldn’t make sense of. Not really words, not even baby ones, just grunts and grumbles. Gibberish. Fancy a beating doing that to a perfectly good brain.

			“Come ’ere,” Verna said and motioned to me. I got up from the chair and stood still as night changing into day. Verna turned me around and studied my parts like they were pieces of fabric that might make a good quilt, if they were cut up and put together right. Buck came back in from the yard.

			“He’s good for an hour at least,” he said. “Sure loves that dang swing. It ain’t even moving. Just drags his feet in the dirt and grins, like it’s getting ready to.” Buck shook his head sideways. Verna still had hold of my arm.

			“I think my ma’s expecting me home about now,” I said.

			“She is, or she isn’t. Which is it?” Verna asked.

			“She is, ma’am,” I said.

			“Then you don’t need to think it. Say it.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

			“We just got here,” Buck said. “Yer ma didn’t say nothing about you having to come right home.”

			My ears turned red. Verna let go of my arm and I sat down on the chrome chair once again.

			“Here,” Verna handed me a wet rag from the sink. “Wipe that crap off the table. You hanging around, might as well make yerself useful.”

			Buck took off, for where I had no idea, and left me there the rest of the day. When I got home I curled up on my bed and stuffed my face into my pillow. I didn’t want Rebecca to hear me crying and make some smart-aleck comment. Buck was the only boyfriend I’d had. No sense in her ruining it for me. Buck was having no trouble doing that on his own. I told myself things would get better. I just had to do a bit of adjusting, is all.

			Buck taught me a lot. Stuff I’d been wondering about and should have asked Ma about, but didn’t. Then he got himself all stirred up one night and didn’t pause long enough for me to have a say so. Bang! I didn’t need to wonder anymore about what I’d been wondering.

			Buck had a 1953 Chevy in pretty good shape that had these soft brown corduroy seats. It happened one night while we were parked out in the pasture behind his house. It was over before I could spit. Nothing much to it, really; I had more fun on the Octopus ride at the fair, even though I have never to this very day told Buck that. But he acted like he’d gone to heaven on a Harley the way he carried on. And he yelled out some God-awful things that make my cheeks red to this day just thinking on it. I wanted to tell someone about it. Rebecca seemed rightly the one, her having been married and being a mama to boot. She and Riley Jr. were still with us at the time while she worked and went to night school. I wanted to ask her if she thought I’d go to that special spot outside hell that Pa said girls go “if they do” before they were married. But every time I tried to get a conversation going, Rebecca would meander onto something else.

			“I sure hope I’m not going to hell,” I told Buck.

			“You going to hell, it ain’t on account of this,” he said.

			“What if I get in a bad way—”

			“Shoot,” Buck said. “You’re darn near still a virgin.”

			“Well, Miz Avery in health class said sperm can swim right up a girl’s leg.”

			“What?”

			“She did. I promise you she did,” I said.

			“That’s hogwash,” Buck said.

			“You sure?”

			“Pretty positive,” Buck said and nodded.

			But Buck was wrong. Sperms could swim; at least his could. If I was near still a virgin, like he said, I was a pregnant one, and that was a fact.

			Pa said he was going to put him in the ground. Mama said not until he marries her, you’re not. My folks were more upset than I’d ever seen them. Said I shamed them good.

			“Can’t stay here no more,” Pa said. “You and Buck best git on back to where he come from.”

			Mama said, “Probably best. Everybody will be talking about you, Adie.” Then she said it’s one thing not having any respect for myself or for them, but how could I just throw away my education?

			“Rebecca quit school too!” I said.

			“She waited till after she was married to do what you been up to,” Pa said. I wanted to tell him that wasn’t quite true. She’d been up to it, alright. She just never got pregnant till after they were married, is all. Instead, I told them I was sorry; I didn’t mean to shame them. I wanted another chance.

			“I’ll never do it again,” I said.

			“Adie, this ain’t something you can take back!” Mama said. “You’re a grown-up now.”

			“But I haven’t had near enough time to learn half of what I need to be a real one!”

			“Too late, now,” Mama said. “You take a drink, you gotta swallow.” Supper was over. Pa got up to head over to the Red Rooster.

			“We was counting on you, Adie,” he said before he left.

			I went upstairs and sat on my bed and cried, knowing my dreams would die on the windowsill with me not there to blow life into them. I wanted so badly to keep them, to give back those few minutes in the back seat of Buck’s car. In thirty seconds I was a grown-up, and I didn’t even know I was, till now. I looked in the mirror to see if it showed. The same face looked back. I started packing my things. Clarissa came in and helped fold what little I had.

			“I’m gonna miss you,” she said.

			“I miss you already,” I answered, and carried my bag downstairs to wait for Buck. Pa was still gone, but Mama came over and gave me a short hug. Her eyes were puffy and her nose was red.

			“You do good, now, Adie,” she said. “Be a good wife and…and—” She patted my arm, took a tissue out of her apron pocket, wiped at her nose, and went into the kitchen. And that was that. I learned a lot about regrets that day.

			Buck was late showing up. I left my suitcase on the front porch and went over and sat down on a small patch of grass under the magnolia tree to wait on him. Mama peeked out the window, one hand inching back the curtain. She let it fall back into place when she saw that I could see her. Buck was coming, wasn’t he? I had nowhere to go if he didn’t. I started getting more than a little bit nervous. Not able to sit still any longer, I walked to the side of the house and stood below the window I’d watched the trains out of each night. Mama took pride in her housework. The panes were spotless. They winked when the last of the sunlight hit the glass and bounced off their panels. It was eerie. I was no longer on the inside, and the windows watched me. My plans were trapped up there. They were right there on the sill where I left them. I blinked, and I shouldn’t have. They slipped over the edge and fell to the ground. They once had a strong voice. They said, “You have a bright future. You’ll make a difference. You’re going places.”

			They lied. I got as far as the courthouse on Second and Main.
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