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            Beginning with Puckum

          

        

      

    

    
      The town sleeps.

      Though it is spring, Christmas angels still cling to the lampposts on Main Street.  The wind coming in from the fields rustles tinseled gowns and wings.  With trumpets posed, the angels wait with patience exemplary and particular to all things out of season.  Soon, soon they quiver, there will be something to herald.  In the road ahead.  Coming.  Just you wait and see.

      They wait, mounted to the poles like hollowed egg cases from last summer’s grasshoppers, while their spirits long to burst free of their angelic selves.  Can you blame them?  They remember spring, the scent of lilacs as husbands in rolled-up shirt sleeves pushed lawn mowers and children ran in and out kitchen doors, back when their own hair was dark and their breasts were firm.  They once lived with purpose and verve—or so it seems to them now.

      Their children grew hairy and bald in turn, their husbands mellow and toothless.  Then everyone they knew disappeared altogether like flakes of paint in colors that used to be.  Now spring breezes stir the angels—is it possible?—and they answer the April air, the wafts of ammonia on the fields, honeysuckle along the roads, marsh mud at low tide, the churned earth ready for spring planting.  Their curse is that they cannot forget anything.

      Despite themselves, they have wisdom now.  And so, on occasion, they take to wafting through the night appearing in the dreams of the troubled to comfort and guide them.  It is no less a service than any of those they’ve already performed and surely more useful than waiting for next Christmas.

      They know as they pass the paled wood exterior of the drug store which bears the sign, The Drug Store, that on its counter lie cures and placebos in little white bags which stand on end, inscribed with names and dates like insistent epitaphs.  Indeed, they know.  Hadn’t their own demise begun the same way?  With the pharmacist’s young, bespectacled, sympathetic face high above the dispensing counter?  Mournful, really.  Orrin was his name—“Just one in the morning, Miss Mary.  Can you get the top off by yourself?”

      Now they float past the old train station restored to partial glory and vinyl siding, follow the tracks to the sewing factory where they once may have made polyester bell bottoms with matching vests, and, drawn by the light of the Pepsi machine outside the E and W Quik Stop Market, pause under the sign that says, Breasts and Wings—moist and crispy.

      Then, willy-nilly, they are in and out of curtained windows on clapboard broad-front houses, around upholstered easy chairs relegated to front porches, through pet doors and attic vents to curled heads and bald ones resting on foam pillows—two for nine-ninety-nine during Saturday’s tent sale at Fox’s Outlet Store.  They slide across tables lined up along Main Street for tomorrow’s yard sales and land on the lawn of St. Mark’s First Baptist Church right in front of a For Sale sign planted there by Nily Realty and float on to the bulletin board in front of the Second Methodists of Zion Church which bears the simple inscription, Hallelujah.

      They swirl around the tire planters filled with brown vestiges of last September’s geraniums that sit in front of a house with no steps—the front door painted shut and windows shaded with aluminum foil.  Around back, they slip past the clothespin bag hanging with a row of permanently stained jeans with flies unzipped and pockets out, on a backyard wash line and then billow past a bathroom sink, painted blue and awaiting summer bird bathing, then on to the blinking traffic light, amber-not, amber-not, answered by red-not, red-not at the intersection of Main and 393.  Swinging left, just over the wires, they head toward the pickle factory, which patiently awaits its season, cucumber harvest.  It is visited this night by lovers who are loathe to go back home to Prospect Heights Housing Project down along Gold Rush Lane and Lincoln Drive, where children lie tangled, four to a bed, breathing kerosene vapors, for the air has the chill of December.  Here the spirits dart in and out at a maddening rate as if to fan away danger for they have never ceased worrying over the very young.

      The town sleeps on.

      They sweep past the Soul Carry-out which heads them north beyond the brown shingled elementary school and its For Sale sign which swings with a whining creak—the sign of the defunct—abandoned for the sake of integration at last.  Not so the cemetery, with its World War I doughboy in knickers and hat, who faces west, and leans on his rifle, as he leads his following of upturned fossil footprints, each lovingly inscribed, familial.  His pedestal is inscribed with names of local boys who died in the war, with a line drawn between the white and the colored, separate even in death, while the town of Puckum sleeps.

      The collective breaths of bodies lumped in slumber murmur farewells as the spirits rise up and over the skyscraper of flattened cars and mountain of tires at Johnson’s Demolition, the cyclone fenced gate padlocked against seekers of parts for renegade Mustangs and corroded Falcons here at the sudden end of town.

      Now the spirits gather speed as they fly without interruption over the vast fields of new rye, through the huge steel backbone of the irrigation system, which will, in its own good time, begin pulsing life to shafts of new corn.

      They pause at the sight of a child’s shoe on the step of the open front door of Bounds’ cottage which sags at the edge of the field, its roof weighed down with dried Trumpet vines and Virginia creeper, decay and time.  They cross the threshold only to sail out again through an upstairs window and hover for a hummingbird second near an open mailbox, move on again as though they fear they could be seen with the coming of dawn, up over a wall of trees and scattered brush, out past newly plowed fields painted with lime, around Taylor’s city of silos and granary storage awaiting the combine’s gathering, through the splendiferous odors of the chicken rendering plant, higher, higher now so as not to whither away from the killing stench (for spirits are delicate in the presence of certain odors) and fly now, like the first birds at the crack of dawn, past long flat rectangles of turned earth edged by macadam, then dirt road, then shale along a long lane and a single cedar tree, then to a house, a particular brown-shingled house with a high peak spiked with lightning rods and two leaning chimneys, a porch toward the east, a barn to the north, and a high, open window yawning at the south.  And enter there—to come upon an old woman staring into the dark with sleepless eyes.  They will bring her remembrances of her days and tender words whispered long ago.  It is the least they can do.  Soon, the old woman closes her eyes.  They leave her then with her dreams, knowing that for those who have lived a long luxury of days, sleep will bring back that hour when the night is still and forever young.
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      Mary opened the junk drawer in her kitchen and poked through plastic lids, bits of string, and sticky toothpicks even though at first glance she could tell her paint brushes weren’t there, those long handled, skimpy-haired wonders as familiar to her as her own hand.  She hadn’t seen them for a while, though for how long she really couldn’t say, and her paints, the yellow ochre and burnt sienna, those tubes sculpted to messy, crinkled forms over the years—they must have a little bit left in them—she told herself as she groped the dark corners of the drawer.  In her bedroom she yanked open the night stand drawer with her collection of hair nets and eyeglass cases from Dr. Paul Ryland, now deceased, and then pulled open her top dresser drawer with its brown rolls of stockings, scraps of wrapping paper and crushed bows.  Lifting her head to the wall, she stared through it, thinking.

      The dining room hutch.

      In the left drawer, she gently pushed aside the graduation photograph of Edna, her daughter, also deceased, and the candle snuffer, stubs of red Christmas candles and crocheted hot plates, a toy train from Luke, her grandson, now grown with a son of his own, and her favorite rhinestone button.

      “Cora took them, and the paints, too, I betcha,” she said out loud, Cora being Luke’s live-in girlfriend, like a wife, you know, but not a wife.  Not a wife at all.  Mary noted the pale green rectangle on the wall surrounded by a sea of smoky green and saw again the painting that once hung there, the white clapboard two-story farmhouse, and the chickens that strutted along the fence by the hollyhocks, and the door to the porch kitchen through which she used to find her mother brushing back wisps of grey hair and warming cinnamon toast on the great yellow enameled cookstove.

      “I might climb up to the attic today and get them back, put them right where I had them.  All my paintings, every one.  Gone for—it was spring when they’d moved in and now the corn’s almost ready—five, six months ago?  Shoulda put my foot down right then, at the start,” she mumbled.  “It’s still my house.  It’s like I’ve been asleep or something, waiting for them to leave.”  It seemed important to say this out loud, hands on hips, practicing.

      And where was the hand pump painting?  The one with the cornflowers growing around the table where they kept the tin drinking cup?  And the chicken painting, with Frank, the rooster, feathers dappled white and black to match his stippled walk as he chased her brothers out of the yard with a fury she hadn’t seen since.

      “I feel just like that today,” she announced to no one.

      “What’s that, Grandma?” said Luke, coming toward her and scraping his heels on the wood floor.  Couldn’t he at least pick up his feet when he walked?  Him with his bare chest and hair down to his shoulders.  Who would have thought men would become more cave-like in the present, wanting to travel back in time?

      And another thing.  Besides the paintings, there was the Raggedy Ann doll in the wagon.  The one she’d made for Edna when she was four.  She hadn’t missed it right away, but one night while watching Jeopardy! on TV, she looked down beside her chair where the wagon had always been and felt as though she was sitting on an island.

      Why had she allowed it, this stripping down of her life?  Was it because none of them, including her, ever thought she’d outlive this so-called visit of Luke’s and Cora’s?  Well, they have another think coming.  This old gal’s feeling pretty good today.  Coming back.  She can even see better.

      Oh, she doesn’t mean to seem ungrateful.  The rooms she and her Joe shared in this cottage had grown dark without her knowing it.  Darker still when he died eighteen years ago.  Until Cora and Luke moved in, she’s lived alone with her rag rugs scattered comfortably over the worn spots on the carpeting and overgrown bushes blocking the walk.  None of it mattered.  She spent her time filling the walls with her paintings, surrounding herself with the best moments of her life.

      She shrugged and looked at the new arrangement of chairs, the bowl of plastic flowers on the TV, the front door flung open and the new curtains that billowed out across her armchair.  She had forgotten, (along with a lot of things) to let the outside air in.  And there were new sounds in the house as Kevin, her great grandson, trampled across the floor and Luke called to him in a singsong voice, “Kevin, Ke-vin.  I’m gonna get you, Kevin.”

      “No—no, you’re not, Daddy!”  His squeals reminded her of Edna.  She trembled.  Kevin leaned on the seat of her armchair which was just high enough for his elbows to rest on, and peered up at her with the same dark eyes she’d seen in her sleep—like Edna’s.  “You’re old, Great Grandma,” he said.  Her face must seem like wrinkly old elephant skin to him.  She skimmed her fingers over his vernal cheek ever so lightly.  A tinge of peach.  Maybe yellow ochre and cadmium red light together.

      “Yes,” she said, then turned her head away.  “Luke?  Where are my paints?  Do you hear me, Luke?”

      “Grandma, what you startin’ in for all of a sudden?  I tol’ you I don’t know.  Maybe they’re with the boxes of things we put in the attic.”  He had shaved.  His chin was wide and strong.  It was a good sign.

      “Well, I need them.  I think I’ll be needing them today.  Do you hear me?  My eyes are better, and the light is good for painting this morning.  And while you’re up there, you can get my pictures, too, and that Raggedy Ann doll in the wagon.  There’s even a stretched canvas, I think.”

      It was useless to ask.  He somehow grew up, got opinions about things, and saw himself as boss.  An opportunist.  Let’s go live with Great Grandma, he probably said to Cora.  We’ll stay, you know, take care of things—and someday we’ll get the house.  She didn’t begrudge him.  He was her only heir.  Half Edna.  You could see it in his eyes.  His best feature.  Luminous, they were, and mournful at times.  She couldn’t deny them anything.

      Things might have been different if Edna had not died when Luke was four weeks old.  How different everything would have been.  Why, why was her only child taken?  She shouldn’t ask, but ask she did, for years—until she just plain got tired of asking.  Edna’s eyes closed forever as she lay on the stretcher.  Mary wasn’t supposed to see.  The doctor pulled her back and stepped in front of her to shield her from the sight.  Blood stiffened Edna’s dark, flowing hair.  Blood stiffened in Mary’s veins as well.  Dead still.  And Bill, Edna’s husband, the driver who had escaped with not even a scratch, held his head in his hands, stiff with fear.  It was the drinking, she knew, though he never let on.

      The reshuffling after that.  The scramble to change everything.  Bill married again and Mary and Joe fled Baltimore to return to Puckum, the gentle, country town of their childhood, like children running home for Band-Aids with hurts too big to heal, while Luke had a new mother, grandmother, aunts and uncles and cousins—Mary only saw him summers on brief visits.  He was lost to her, too.  Until now.

      “Kevin, want to walk to the gas station with Daddy?” Luke asked, pulling his Grateful Dead T-shirt down over his stomach.  “Daddy wants to fix the bicycle tire this morning.”

      Mary tried again.  “What are you going to do, Luke?  I need my paints, I tell you.”

      “Thought I’d ride my bike some and strengthen my legs, Grandma.  Maybe lose a little of this weight.  Besides, the gas tank’s low and the check doesn’t come for another two weeks.”

      What would Joe have said?  Get your ass out of here and get a job.  It don’t look to me like your back is all that bad.  She would have silently agreed, but she would have defended Luke.  Things hadn’t been easy for him.  The hands that held him as a baby were different every week, aunts and friends pitching in to care for the infant, who began to scream in terror at the strange faces.  She had had her turn but he only grew worse when she held him because of her trembling.  All she could see was Edna with her arms reaching out for the baby she couldn’t hold.  Mary couldn’t believe in a heaven after that.  Edna would surely go to heaven if there was one, but what kind of heaven would it be if you couldn’t hold your own baby?

      Through it all, Luke had been spoiled.  How else could she explain what was happening now?  A man who didn’t work.  Who lived in his grandmother’s house.  As a matter of fact, who lived in sin in his grandmother’s house.  Under the guise of taking care of her.

      All those years without Edna and Joe, all she could think about was a family around her.  She wanted a kitchen like Mama’s, with nine children scrapping and teasing and bread on the rise on any given day.  Steam at the windows.  When she was ten she would wipe away the steam and peer out at very nearly the same scene as the one outside her living room window.  The road to Cambridge banked with snow looked the same then as now, even in the cold light of a setting sun.  Where did Luke put that painting?  The children were sledding along the icy road—last licks before Mama’s call for supper.  She missed them.

      She’d lived too long.  This house would have been Luke’s by now.  Eighty-four.  How did that happen?  On her last birthday she called Meredith, the town mortician, about the family plot and he said he didn’t think there was room for her but that he would check.

      “Might have to put you in vertically, Miss Mary,” he said, in his dry, gravelly voice.  Mary smiled to herself and wheezed.

      “What’s so funny, Grandma?” Luke asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Want anything from the store?”

      “King Syrup and two paint brushes, a wide one and a thin one.”

      “Grandma,” he drew the word out like he was being very patient with her, “They don’t have paint brushes at the IGA.”

      “No, but Shockley’s has ‘em.  He always keeps a few around for me.

      “Now, Grandma.  What you want them for?  You aint’ gonna paint today, and proly not tomorrow neither.”

      “Either.  Yes, I will.  I just have to find the paints.”

      The cookie jar.  Could she have put them in the cookie jar?  The day Cora and Luke moved in and began cleaning up the place, she had been painting in the kitchen, her easel propped up against the window sill.  She painted the Crepe Myrtle in the yard, not that she had a Crepe Myrtle in the yard but the one at Mama’s, where the bush had stood outside the kitchen window, humming with bees in the August heat.  Cora had just been saying the paintings in the kitchen had to go.  “Everything looks lopsided in the paintings,” she said as she stood with her feet planted on Mary’s kitchen linoleum.

      “Maybe after you take some painting classes.  They got them at the Arts Center where you learn how to draw first?  Luke could take you down,” she said, with a twitch at the corner of her lips that might have been a smile if she’d let it, her hoop earrings swinging.

      Luke let the screen door bang.  The loosened screen curled away from the door frame and bounced crazily.

      “Luke,” Mary called.  “Pick up a yard of screening and some nails for that door, will you?”  She heard his boots scrape on the porch, and Kevin say, “Go now!”

      “Got some money?” said Luke.  “I’d get it but my check won’t come for another two weeks.”  She knew.  Lord, she knew.  She reached for her black leather bag on the bureau.

      

      Later, in the kitchen, Cora appeared at the threshold with an armful of wet sheets.  “How come you don’t have a dryer?” she said.  Mary ignored the question—not all questions were worth answering.  What was it she wanted to tell Cora?  Oh, yes.

      “Did I tell you I had art lessons once?” she said.  “There was a Mr. Moss who was teaching classes in Cambridge.  He was a very exacting man—painted graphically, like a Disney cartoon, you know?  Well, he was trying to get me to tighten up on my style.  ‘More defining lines,’ he said.  ‘Then fill in the colors.  Start with a completed drawing and fill in.’ But I just couldn’t do it that way.”

      “You mean like paint the numbers?”  Cora could be beautiful.  Not every minute, but now, in this minute, with her fleshy arms around the sheets and her eyes that soft green, looking hopeful about everything, looking as though nothing mattered but those sheets if she were to be able to stay in this house.  She was trying to have a home and a family like everybody else on this God’s green earth.  What binds women together is the nesting urge so deep in our beings.

      “What I do is,” she said to Cora, because she had never said out loud what it was she did and she thought Cora might understand, “I paint the whole picture together.  I mean I keep adding layers while the painting grows.  Everything changes as I paint.  Big clouds of color like a camera that isn’t focused.  And then the images come in.  Well, sometimes they come in—as if I have to call them from far away.”

      Cora looked down.  She was determined to get the laundry done.  She’d chip away at the house and the chores and make a home, and Mary, because she, too, had a mission this morning, turned and reached for the cookie jar on the shelf above the stove, the silly brown elephant sitting on its haunches and waving its chipped trunk toward her in greeting.  She raised the sailor hat lid.  Ah, of course.  There were the paints, the arthritic tubes waiting for her like a secret.  She left them there and replaced the lid.  Now she needed some paper, or a board.  Canvas would be better of course, but paper would do.  When Edna was little, she’d painted on paper.  Those paintings were gone now, but they were the foundation for what came later.  Maybe she had some watercolor left.  Then she was going to need some gesso so the oil wouldn’t bleed through the paper.

      The only painting in the house she hadn’t done herself was the portrait of Edna that used to hang over the fireplace.  She had a picture of her on her prom night that she took to Ella Murphy over in Cambridge.  Ella didn’t want to paint Edna at first, but Mary told her whatever she did would be fine, that it was impossible for her to do it herself.  She tried, but Edna kept changing on the canvas.  She’d turn her head or look down, her nose never looked right or the space between her lips and nose was too big.  She remembered Edna too many ways or was it that she painted Edna moving through a huge space, from childhood to twenty-one, and gone, all in one painting?  There was simply too much to tell.  Perhaps Edna would have painted.  She’d won that prize in high school.  She probably would have done things, and Luke would have had a good examples to live by instead of an alcoholic father and a disinterested stepmother.  Why did Luke put Edna’s portrait in the attic, too?

      Through the kitchen window, she watched Cora throw the sheets over the line in big bunches, and stick a clothespin in the middle of each mound.  Somehow Cora had missed a basic or too, and didn’t know the pleasure of a line of clean, billowing wash on a clear day such as this.  Maybe Cora wouldn’t mind if she showed her how to hang them properly.  Maybe the question really was could Mary stand to see laundry bunched up like that all day.  Maybe it was a matter of compromise, and wisdom, and getting along, and deciding what really mattered.  Mary didn’t know.  She’d let them have their run of the place.  It had been a cold, hard spring.  Their coming was like the first green shoots of the daffodils.  But it was not like family.  It was company that stayed way too long.

      “We’re worried about you, Grandma, staying alone,” Luke said, like her sisters who decided five years ago it was time Mary sold the house and went to a nursing home.  They talked her into the Meredith House.  One week of hanging her stockings over the footboard of her bed in a chair-less room and she walked out.  Told them she wasn’t ready for playing cards and nurses checking up on bowel movements.  She took her house off the market and showed up in Mr. Moss’s art class, where she began using a dry brush for watercolor.  The apple trees along the fence.  Sold that one at the art show in Cambridge.  Should never have parted with it.  The best one she ever did.  She knew people in the class shook their heads—that Mary, dabbing with a dry brush—you can’t tell her anything.  Yet hers was the only one sold.

      Holding onto the backdoor frame for that first step, she planted her foot solidly on the cement.  Would Joe have an old piece of wood paneling in the shed?  He made that doghouse out of paneling not too long ago.  Ha!  She caught herself.  Twenty years ago, at least.  Yet, it was as if he was still in the shed somewhere, along with the wood scraps he was always using up and saving remnants from, his fingerprints still on the wood, the oil from his hands catching the dust of twenty years.  The wood should be ready by now.  Ready for her.

      “Grandma?  You all right?” Cora called.  “You want help down them steps?”

      “The wash isn’t going to dry like that, Cora.  You want help hanging it up?”

      “Well, if it don’t dry, I’ll walk it up to the laundromat.”

      “I’m all right,” Mary said and stepped gingerly down to the walk toward the shed.  She felt Cora’s eyes on her back.

      How many times did she watch Joe’s back disappear into the shed?  The changes between Baltimore and Puckum bent him.  He never stopped grieving as he went about building bird houses and doghouses to sell.  Although he wasn’t an old man—fifty-eight was not as old as she had once thought—he had come home to die.  She had always been grateful to him for rescuing her from her job at the Telephone Company and the switchboard at Puckum when everyone thought she was past marrying age.  He whisked her off to Baltimore and she never once missed the clapboard farmhouse and the noisy clan of brothers and sisters, always believing that she and Joe would produce a crop of kids on their own.

      She knew he wouldn’t fail her.  There was a piece of paneling wide enough and high enough leaning against an old door.  She brushed the dust off with her sleeve.  He always did understand about her painting, when she had to pull into herself like a turtle.  Her hand trembled now thinking about him, his red-brown hair, the way he looked at her in the early days.  She never forgot.

      As she headed for the house, she stopped and leaned the piece of wood against the washpole.  She couldn’t help it.  Cora was out of sight and she was free to remove the clothespin from one of the sheets on the line and tug at its edges, smoothing it out and lining up the corners so the sheet hung free as a banner to the summer breeze.  Before she knew it, all the laundry was assembled like a line of ghosts against the blue sky—Kevin’s shorts and Luke’s shirts, Cora’s nightgown and Mary’s housedress—they made a family, didn’t they?  Shoulder to shoulder, waist to waist?

      The walk back to the house was difficult with the piece of wood, and besides, she was tired.  Cora met her at the steps.

      “What chew want that for, Grandma?  We don’t need that board in here.  Where you gonna put it?  Here, lemme take it.”

      “Now don’t you go putting that back, Cora.  I’ve got plans for it.  Put it right in my room.”

      

      From her bed she could see Luke and Kevin coming up the sidewalk.  The fields that lined the road to Cambridge were amber with dried corn.  The town, walled in all summer, waited for harvest.  She’d block out the Agrico grain tower and concentrate on the right blue for the sky, maybe paint Luke and Kevin walking in bright T-shirts and jeans in the lower left corner.  Kevin broke loose from his father’s hand and ran toward the house.  The screen door banged.

      “We got Grandma brushes!  But Daddy got no money left for the syrup.”

      She heard Luke say, “Where is she?”

      “In her room with a big board and the cookie jar.”  Mary envisioned Cora rolling her eyes as she ran her hand through her hair, tossing back her head, her hoop earrings swinging, and Mary grinned to herself, wheezing puffs of air from the back of her throat as she perceived this insistent old thing she had become, sitting on the edge of her bed, still with pictures in her head and none on her walls, waiting for her brushes.

      Luke lumbered into her room, the heel of his boot catching on the threshold, the roll of screening tied with a string under one arm and a paper bag in the other.  Something, something was so familiar about him, yet she couldn’t name what it was, only that he drew Edna near.

      “You okay, Grandma?”

      “My room is bare, Luke.”

      “No it isn’t!  Look at all the junk in here.  What’s in all those plastic bags, anyhow?”

      Rags for those rugs I make.  Just you leave them be.  Luke, I need my paintings.”

      “We were just trying to clean the place up for you.”   Innocence and vulnerability, that’s what it was.  That look about him that struck a chord, moving her beyond his dark hair in sweaty rivers along his neck, the black T-shirt, black boots and soiled jeans—the uniform of his age—the softness of his paunch at twenty-six, older than Edna now.

      She sighed.  “Luke, dear, you need to find something of your own to do.  Remember the glass etchings you made that summer when you were sixteen?  You would sit in Grandpa’s shop and sketch roses so beautiful they were ready to be plucked.  And then you etched them on the glass windows from the old greenhouse.”

      “I know.  I was thinking about it.  You can’t make any money doing that, though.”

      “Hmmm.”  Mary stared past him.  Was he going to miss the boat, this child of Edna’s?  She wished she could say, Get a job or leave.  Marry Cora.  For heaven’s sake, live right.  That’s why old people die off, she told herself.  Their ways are as old as they.

      “It’s too hot today to get the paintings out of the attic, okay?  But I’ll fix the screen in the door,” he said as if he’d just decided he really should do what she asked but there was always the chance she would forget and then he wouldn’t have to.  But maybe he would sometime find work, marry Cora, move on—he didn’t know—but not today.  Proly not till the Grateful Dead T-shirt wears out, Mary thought and began wheezing again at her joke, but stopped suddenly, remembering.

      “Luke, I can’t imagine why you put away the painting of your mother.  At least get that one out for me, please?”

      “It’s not exactly put away.”

      “Oh, my God, you didn’t throw it out, did you?”

      “No, nothin’ like that.  I put it in me and Cora’s room.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me, or ask?”

      “I was gonna put it in the attic with the others, but it seemed like I ought to look close, study it, you know?  Now I can look at her every morning when I wake up.  She looks so perfect, like she should have had everything go right, know what I mean?”

      “Let me see.”  It was as if she’d never seen the painting he was talking about.

      He put the screening down on the floor with the bag, and followed her to his room.

      “I hung it careful and all.  It’s on the wall that don’t get sun.  You didn’t say nothin’—I thought it’d be okay.”

      It was too easy.  Edna all fluffed up in that dress.  Like he said, perfect.  Not alive.  That was how the doctor put it.  He didn’t say she was dead.  He said, “She’s not alive.”

      “Look,” said Luke, “if you want it back in the living room, I’ll put it back.  Cora don’t think much of it being in here anyhow.  You okay, Grandma?”

      She wondered why they kept asking her.  She must look bad.  Maybe her Bobbi pins were falling out.  She patted her hair as she walked back to her room.  Luke was right behind her.

      “Look out,” he said.  “Don’t trip on the screening.”

      “I see it, I see it.  My eyes are good today.  You got the brushes in that bag?”

      There was a cotton rag in the plastic bag beside her bed with which to clean the piece of paneling.  Maybe she should dampen it first.

      “Would you wet this rag for me, Luke, please, and close the door on your way out?”

      The silence in her room was an old friend she had been waiting to see for a long time.  She wanted to nest in her memories but also to swoop back and forth through the years with twigs of this and that and make something new.  The paint tubes were stiff but the colors still brilliant.  There was enough for a few more paintings.  Here was not just blue, but cerulean blue, French ultramarine, and cobalt blue for the sky.  She would bring in the corn with cadmium yellow, yellow ochre and a touch of raw umber and Luke’s and Kevin’s T-shirts with ivory black, vermilion, and her favorite, burnt sienna.

      No, wait.  The burnt sienna was for the doll’s hair.  She’d put the doll back in her wagon.  No, Edna could put the doll back in her wagon.  Her hand would be on the doll, dimpled like Kevin’s hand.  Kevin could help her.  Edna would be wearing her white dress with the blue ribbons.  She might turn her head and look like Kevin does, right at her, the same eyes, dark, dark brown, almost black—so black Mary could see herself reflected there.  “Look,” Mary would say, “Do you see a little girl in my eyes, Edna?”  Look quick because little girls grow up.  They disappear in a blink.  You have to bring them in.  You begin dabbing burnt sienna, and who knows, one long buried moment might come back through the mist.

      And on that stretch of canvas she’d been saving—it must be in the attic, too—she knew then to begin with Edna’s eyes.  Once she got her eyes, she could even put Luke in her arms and Edna would, at last be smiling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Strawberry Field

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a June dusk that lingered over the field reluctant to let in the night as the dark green strawberry plants, lush with fruit, lay in muddied rows.  At the edge of the field and on the dirt road leading to the plain, asbestos-shingled farmhouse, a flat farm wagon stood piled high with baskets and other things, among them a large scale and an aluminum lawn chair on which sat a young man in his mid-thirties.  In the lengthening shadows, his tanned face showed lines as intricate and delicate as the smallest branches in winter, and on his head, his thick, black hair churned as if it didn’t know which way to go.  He watched the girl standing on the ground before him with interest as she daydreamed, staring at his knobby work boots.  In her hands she held a white, two-handled enameled pot full of strawberries.

      J.D. had been watching her pick them for about a half an hour now, and she picked quickly, stooping and rising, stepping over the rows and searching, stooping again and waving her white arms through the leaves as she looked for the best of them till the whole of her movement seemed like a dance.  Now she’d have the berries weighed by his wife.  He grinned down at her and waited for her to look up.  When their eyes met he quickly looked out across his field.

      His field.  Over which the irrigation spray shot out with engine-driven force that rattled leaves and dug the ground, spraying wide over the tangled vines of the sugar peas and the wide, deep green rows of strawberries.  The system was new this year, a measure of security against drought and disaster.  It made him confident, as did the pickers who’d pulled up from the surrounding towns, places like Eldorado and Shiloh, and broke the peace with car door slams and shouting.  They dragged an assortment of pots and baskets out of car trunks and carried them to his wife, Louise, who weighed them, wrote the weight on the bottom with a thick, black marker, and sent the pickers off to the more abundant areas of the field.  She worked hard, that Louise, he’d give her that, harder than he, some days.  And she got the bills paid, although he wasn’t always sure how.

      The girl at his feet was the last of them for the day.  The sun, just disappearing behind the blue-violet clouds on the horizon, sent shadows that had softened to a charcoal everywhere, except on the dirty blonde hair of his wife who took the pot from the girl.  He wished he’d sent Louise up to the house earlier so he’d be the one doing the taking.

      

      She read out loud the figure she’d marked earlier on the bottom, “One and a half pounds,” swung the pot onto the scale and called out, “Four and three quarters, a little over.”  She figured quickly on a small white pad, all too aware that her arms were fleshy and her figure lumpy, as if she’d had many children, although the child playing under the wagon was her only one and not even her husband’s.  Only adopted by him. A fact that she never forgot, like a business deal she still owed on.  She tried not to envy the slim figure or good looks of the girl before her as she took the money, dropped it in the cash box, and gathered up the change.  She was sure J.D. was having a good look, though.

      “Right pretty, ain’t they?  You makin’ jam or pie?” she said, and counted into the girl’s hand, slowly fingering the quarter, nickel, and dimes.  Whether or not he realized it, she was paying him back with her determination to make a go of things, calculating late into the night how they were to have enough to keep the tractor going, the pumps pulsing, and the chickens in the long smelly houses behind her fed.  Meanwhile, her own small garden lay bare inside the small straggly hedge that surrounded it, bone dry—but that was all right for now.  Everything in good time.

      “Thank you,” she said and smiled.  “Come back, hear?  They’ll be right for another week or so.”

      The girl nodded.  Louise saw J.D. grin wide, take the girl all in, up and down and across, and heard him say, “Feels like April, don’t it?  Been chilly enough and no rain,” and then the words that seemed of such little or great significance that she was almost satisfied, “You live around here?” and the answer, “Eldorado, off Yellow Dog Road.”

      

      He knew the house which had been brought over from just across the Delaware line, delivered in two halves, each on platform trailers and set at the edge of a field of winter rye last spring.  Modular homes always looked temporary to him, and he wondered if anyone had ever picked up stakes, split the house in halves again, and gone off with his half on the back of a trailer.

      Regarding the girl, she looked as though she’d just graduated high school and was too young to have a house of her own, although she stood there holding that pot of strawberries and looking at him like she didn’t take stuff off anybody.  It made him look from her to his land again, needing to feel the importance of his possessions, all that responsibility, proud at the way the water shot out of the irrigation system over the peas and soon, soon over the strawberries again as it rotated.  He may as well have said to her with a sweep of his hand, this is who I am, all this...

      He felt his wife’s eyes on him as he turned and winked at the girl, but he ignored her.  And now, because the girl herself glared at him, he looked away again and concentrated on the changing light as the sun broke through the clouds and drenched everything with the last orange-gold rays.  He lost himself in it, in the color of his hands and arms and the darkening fields, in the blaze of clouds and even his own house, which was transformed into something beautiful and substantial and when he finally glanced back, the girl had turned to go, the pot of strawberries on her shoulder, those slender hips hardly swaying.

      

      At midnight they came like thieves to get the chickens. Chicken dreams didn’t include being swept away, and generally they were quiet when the men packed them into wooden crates for the processing plant, but not tonight.  They were stirred up and squawking as though best-laid plans and pent-up desires had been thwarted.  The men worked quickly, and within an hour, five thousand chickens were on the truck and quiet again.  J.D. looked around for escapees and finding none, waved to the men as the truck rumbled off, feathers flying.  The empty chicken house seemed eerie now, larger, smellier, hollow as a gourd.  There was a mile of manure to clean up before the new batch of chicks arrived in a couple of weeks.  He looked forward to their delivery, although there was a lot of work to be done before and after they came.

      He sat in the kitchen with a Bud Lite, enjoying the sight of moonlight glancing off the barn roof and slashing across the old silo, listening to the moths hitting the screens, a far-off owl, a whippoorwill in the tree closest to the house.  But these sounds did nothing to erase the pleading sound of chickens that lingered in his ears.  He imagined it, of course, but wondered what it would feel like to be packed in a crate and hauled off in the middle of the night.  Did they sense what was going to happen to them?  The sound persisted.

      Annoyed, he gulped the last of the beer and climbed the stairs, where the sound grew louder even through the drone of the irrigation system, and he understood, finally, that it was Billy, Louise’s son.  He liked the kid well enough, although it had taken a while to get used to him, and he liked him even better as he got older.  He was five now, and not much trouble.

      Entering the bedroom he and Louise shared, J.D. said, “Hey.  Hey, Louise.”  But the damp mountain of flowered cotton nightgown that was his wife breathed deep and long—he’d have to check on Billy himself.

      He didn’t need a light, the moon being so bright across Billy’s bed where the boy cried and gasped as though he’d been crying for a long time.  Odd that Louise didn’t hear him.  “Billy,” he said.  “It’s okay, buddy.  What’s wrong?”  He felt the kid’s forehead precisely the way his mother did when he was little.  “Ah now, Billy—you feelin’ bad?”

      Back in the bedroom, he laid his hand on his wife’s shoulder and shook her.  “Hey.  Hey, Louise, get up.  Billy’s crying.  He’s sick again.”

      “Hmm?”  She opened eyes that were grey and bloodshot.  “Oh.  Oh,” she said and got up, her hair askew and the gown sticking to her jiggling hips as she scuffed her way barefooted to Billy’s bedroom.

      He undid his boots, slid off his jeans and laid on the bed, his hands tucked under his head as he stared up at the ceiling, thinking of the girl.  There were plenty of ways to keep things a secret.  All anybody had to do was ride down any number of seldom-traveled roads and park by the woods, she being willing.  Something told him she wouldn’t be, something in the way she cocked her head when she looked up at him, something in the way her long, bony fingers curled around the handles of the pot, something that told him now as he thought about it that she was very capable and sure of herself.  He liked her even more.

      Louise came back holding Billy in her arms as if he were still a baby, his eyes half-shut, cheeks flushed.

      “I think we should carry him to the hospital.  He has fever—104.”

      “Naw,” he heard himself say, although it was more like a test, not a real refusal.   “He’ll be all right.  Can’t-cha give him some aspirin?”

      The hospital was an hour away and it was already two in the morning.  Tomorrow there was that mile of chicken manure to clean up and she had to weigh strawberries.  The kid did look bad though.  Not breathing right.  Goddamn.

      “All right,” he said.  “If you think so,” and started to pull on his jeans.  Louise laid Billy on the bed, covered him with the sheet, and hurriedly pulled a dress over her head on top of the nightgown, her face pale and worried looking when her head emerged.  She wiggled and tugged the fabric down with her hands, glancing at Billy every other second and slipping into lace-less tennis shoes all at the same time.  She smoothed Billy’s hair and scooped him up as easily as she’d picked up bags of chicken feed, her arms used to hauling.  “Ready?” she said.
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