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River Grace  

                                                     

     Making a dolphin into a plaything was more obscene to Clara than the weird old guy 

outside the grocery store exposing himself to her, causing the boy gathering carts to run 

for the manager.   She had witnessed both vulgarities on an August evening.  The 

impudent dolphin-strokers were on the news, people packed into boats motoring out from 

Hilton Head harbor, paying a hundred dollars a piece to throw chub into the river at the 

point where two sandbars meet, scrambling portside or starboard or wherever a dolphin 

surfaced and sticking their arms out like they would pet a dog. 

     Her dad said, “Foolish.”  

     “It’s greed,” her mom said.  

     Sadly, the up-close newsman’s shot of the dolphin stayed with Clara, more actual than 

the faces of the dozens of dolphin she’d seen in nature.  The image humanized the 

dolphin; just what she didn’t want.  Clara had observed human audacity already.  She 

wasn’t sure people were better than other creatures.  She had learned they had a tendency 

to tilt things in their own direction, get nature off-balance.  Petting dolphin was as bad as 

trapping butterflies in cages.  Last May a classmate celebrated her twelfth birthday by 

taking a group of girls on a surprise field trip.  If Clara had known they were going to a 

butterfly museum, she would not have been part of it.  They drove to a climate-controlled 

building where butterflies populated all sorts of plants that don’t grow anywhere near 

Savannah.  Her friend’s mom said it was a natural environment.  Clara thought it a 

prison. 
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     Two weeks had passed since the dolphin report and not once since then had Clara seen 

a dolphin fin in her own creek.  Nor had she returned to the grocery store.  It had been 

daylight still that evening after the news when Clara’s mother sent her on her bike for ice 

cream salt.  Her parents liked eating late on summer evenings, usually on the screened 

porch under the fan.  But this August, Savannah had been so hot that even an eight 

o’clock breeze would melt ice cream faster than you had time to eat it.  Her mother set 

the table inside and was slicing peaches when she realized there was no salt.  “We’ll have 

peaches with yogurt,” she said.  Clara had been looking forward to churning ice cream 

and offered to bike to the grocery store. 

     She had just packed the salt box into her knapsack when the man approached.  She 

squatted to unlock her bike, and he unzipped his trousers.  It was an up-close view.  His 

penis looked not unlike chicken necks Clara pinned into crab baskets for bait.  She stood 

up, knocking over her bike.  It was then that the bag boy yelled.  The old guy was still 

fiddling with himself when Clara jumped on her bike.  She looked over her shoulder and 

saw the manager running into the parking lot.  He was short and wide, and Clara would 

never have thought he could move so fast.  Peddling home, she regretted she had not 

stayed to talk to the bag boy with curly blond hair.  She had seen him at the third cash 

register all summer. 

     Clara didn’t tell her mom.  A few nights later she confided in her dad.  He sat down on 

the edge of her bed and waited while she described the scene to him.  He didn’t ask too 

many questions but lingered a few minutes at her door.  “Are you going to have trouble 

going to sleep?” he asked.   

     “No,” she said.  “It wasn’t so terrible.  I know what a penis looks like.”   
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     But the dolphin face haunted Clara.  Her birthday was coming up.  August was a 

lonely birthday month.  Lots of friends were on family vacations and the exhilaration of 

summer, the puffed out feeling of freedom, had slowly deflated.  She had no desire for a 

party and there really was no particular gift she wanted.  Besides, her parents were saving 

money for October trips; Clara and her dad always drove north to the Georgia mountains 

to hike, and her mom and some college friends rented a house at the beach.  The only 

thing Clara wanted for her birthday was permission to take the bateau out into the river 

by herself. 

     The discussion came up again the week before her birthday, six days after she had 

seen the dolphin on TV.  Clara was no longer confident her dad would be able to 

persuade her mom she was mature enough to handle the bateau alone in the deep wide 

river.  For three years she’d been running it by herself in the shallow saltwater creek not 

far from their house.  The creek was only twice as wide as a country road, and the deepest 

it got on high tide was about eight feet.  But the big river that fed the creek stretched 

wider than the woods behind their house, even with their vegetable garden and cornfield 

tacked on.  The river was bound by marsh on the side that fingered into the creek, but on 

the far side, it was free of marsh and punctuated only by docks of the oceanographic 

center.  From the mouth of Clara’s creek, boats tied to those docks looked like toys.  

     Despite its mass, Clara knew the river intimately, knew its curves, knew where the 

best fishing drops were, knew where it became sound and ocean, and how it linked to 

other creeks besides her own.  She had been her dad’s fishing buddy from the time she 

learned to swim and was adept at pointing the bow of the boat at just the right angle to 

scale crests of rough water or other boats’ wake.  She had learned to feed the bateau’s 
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little motor the correct amount of gas by pressing the bulb on the gas tank, and she could 

pull the cord hard enough to crank the motor, usually on first try.   

     “I’m not worried, Andrew, about her skills,” Clara’s mom, said.  “I’m worried about 

her size.” 

     “She’s been doing just fine,” her dad said. 

     “In shallow water, without other boaters.” 

     “I’m going to be twelve,” said Clara.  “Most societies would say I’m a woman.” 

     “An eighty pound woman who looks like a nymph,” her mom said. 

     “She proved she can swim two miles.” 

     “That was three years ago,” said Clara. 

     “She can handle it,” her dad said. 

     “She can handle a piano, too.  And I think she’d be better off spending her time at the 

keyboard rather than out in the creek every day.” 

     “Judy, let’s not have that discussion again.”  

 

     On her birthday morning Clara rose early, knowing her mom would cook French toast.  

During the school year the three of them ate breakfast together, but summer mornings 

were freer.  Clara eyed the kitchen table.  Her mom must have set the places the night 

before.  The birthday candle her godparents had given her when she was born stood in the 

center of the pine table, raised on a crystal cake stand and encircled with roses from her 

mom’s garden.  Twelve years ago the candle had towered two feet high, tiered like a 

fancy cake.  Each birthday Clara’s mom had allowed the candle to burn away one tier, 

leaving for today a single last broad circle, rimmed with a waxy edge and dotted with a 
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wick.  Two years ago Clara had suggested they not burn the candle any more.  “We could 

put a tea light in the center and light that instead,” she had said.   

     “Don’t think of it as the destruction of the candle but as the rising of hopes,” her dad 

had said.   

     “Yes,” said her mom.  “When you blow it out after the tier is gone, you can make a 

wish.” 

     This year Clara had no desire to save the last portion of wax.  She would be glad to 

see the candle disappear, but she wanted the wish.  She wanted permission to take the 

bateau into the deep wide river by herself. 

     She longed to replace the television image of the dolphin with a new one.  She wanted 

to forget that cartoonish smiling face and in its stead fix a memory of her own.  She 

wanted to watch a pod of dolphin move through the river together or see a single dolphin 

surface in scalloped stitches that puckered the water, hear its steady exhalation of air.  

She wanted to swim in the same water.  She would not touch the dolphin.   She would not 

throw fish or dog food or any other bait out to attract it.  She would watch and wait 

quietly.  She would bring the dolphin near her by sheer longing.  

     The wish to be alone with a dolphin had occupied her thoughts and dreams for two 

years.  She had never told anyone; she thought it would sound silly.  But the desire had 

seeded itself in her at first light on a cold, still November morning, the Saturday after 

Thanksgiving.  Her dad had waked her and told her to dress warmly.  “We’re going out 

for trout,” he said.  “It’s calm, the tide’s right, and I hear they’re running.” 

     They already were anchored on the river’s edge when the sun was nothing more than a 

pink smear on the horizon.  Her dad had been correct about the trout.  Nearly every time 
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they cast, they reeled one in.  Clara was cold and ready to motor back to the dock, but her 

dad handed her the extra quilted vest he kept in the boat and raised his palm in the air like 

a stop sign.  She knew to be quiet.  He slowly turned his head toward the shoreline.  Clara 

silently followed his gaze.  Before she saw the dolphin, she heard them, blowing air as 

they broke the water’s surface.  There must have been eight or ten moving through the 

water together, feeding where it was shallow near the marsh.  Clara and her dad watched 

for twenty minutes as the dolphin zigzagged from one side of the river to the other.  She 

could imagine the frenzy of the small fish they fed on, their darting into the marsh grass 

where the water was too shallow for dolphin.   

     Finally, the dolphin left the shoreline and surfaced individually or in pairs in the 

middle of the river.  Then, as if in celebration, or maybe just for the fun of it, they rose 

whole-body into the air, flipping their tails, before sliding back through the water’s glassy 

surface.  When they broke water again, they were far down the river where Clara could 

not distinguish them; they were dark spots in the morning glare.   

     After that morning, each time she boated, Clara looked for dolphin.  She occasionally 

saw a single one in the creek and sometimes, when she was out in the wider river with 

her dad, they saw several fins rising and dipping, but always in the distance.  Last 

summer she spent hours alone in the creek and this summer, too, timing the tides, hoping 

to see dolphin feeding.  But each time she saw a fin break the water and motored up close 

to where it had appeared, it was gone, mysteriously hidden beneath the dark salty water, 

surfacing somewhere beyond her vision, beyond her horizon. 
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     After breakfast, Clara’s mom took a shopping bag from its hiding place under the sink 

and pulled out a box wrapped in summer green.  “Do you want to open it now or wait till 

tonight?” she asked. 

     “I’ll wait till tonight,” Clara said. 

     “Good.  When I’m back from work, I’ll pick beans and corn from the garden, and 

we’ll grill chicken like we talked about.” 

     “That sounds good.” 

     “Don’t look under the foil at the cake.  It’s a surprise.” 

     “What about Dad?” 

     “He’ll be home early, too.  By five.”  Her mom grabbed her keys.  “Love you.  Have 

fun at the pool.” 

     After Clara put on her swimsuit and shorts, she took a look at the wrapped birthday 

present.  She hoped an envelope from her father would be attached to it later with a note 

wishing her safe boating in the wide river.  She hoped inside the big box the note was 

already there, boxed inside a smaller box, and a still smaller one. 

     Clara slipped on her rubber-soled shoes and walked out the door.  Even as she walked 

the mile to the dock she was still telling herself she was on the way to the neighborhood 

pool.  But of course it was too early to swim.  Nobody would be at the pool yet, not even 

moms with toddlers.  At the end of the road, she did not turn right toward the pool, but 

left toward the creek.  It was already hot, but there might be a breeze on the river.  She 

passed Mrs. Allen’s house with the disappointing plastic daisies planted on either side of 

her mailbox. On the fence sat a crow hump-shouldered with the effort of cawing, a 

mockingbird diving at its lowered head.   
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     She quickened her pace, looked over her shoulder, and saw no one.  A few minutes 

later she was on the dock where her dad kept the boat, plucking the hidden key from a 

nail inside the storage bench.  She unlocked the chain that secured the bateau to the dock 

and bound the gas tank to the seat of the boat, zipped the key in her shorts, pulled the 

motor’s start cord, and putted away from the dock, out into the shallow creek.  She 

motored slowly, passing several docks, careful not to raise wake.  She saw no other boat 

in the creek and no one standing on the docks she passed.  The creek narrowed and 

deepened before it merged with the river. The narrowing was due to dense beds of oysters 

blanketing mudflats left and right of the little passageway.  At tides’ changing, water 

moved quickly in and out of this narrow link to the river, purging it of any sloughed off 

mud temporarily settled on the bottom.  Like a trough licked clean, the bottom here was 

slick.  Clara aimed her boat at the midpoint of the passage, avoiding oyster shells near the 

banks.  She felt the rush of incoming water press against her bow.   

     The creek hooked right and then spread out into the deep wide river.  Clara slowed her 

motor to a near idle as she considered which direction to take.  If she turned right, the 

river would make a wide bend and snake toward a bluff where several houses stood on 

grassy lawns.  If she turned left, she would be moving against the incoming tide and 

toward an even wider portion of the river which led to a sound and, eventually, to the 

ocean.  Though the tide was rising and the current rushing, the air was so uncommonly 

still that even the river’s surface appeared placid.  The only visible movement was 

Clara’s boat as she steered it left.  She chose to go against the current so if her motor 

failed, she could turn her boat and allow the tide to push her back toward home.  Clara 

stayed as close to the marsh on the river’s west bank as she dared.  The tide had turned 
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just an hour ago, and the salty water was not far enough in yet to cover all of the mudflats 

near the bank.  She did not want to shear a pin and considered crossing to the east side 

and the oceanographic center, but she was at a point where she could not see around a 

bend and did not want to encounter a barge and tug boats when she crossed through the 

middle of the river.   

     She came to one of her dad’s favorite fishing spots and motored slowly past it, 

watching for buoys marking crab traps and their long chains that lead to anchors on the 

river bottom, chains that ruin propellers.   The river grew wider as it snaked toward the 

sound.  Near the marsh she saw skipjack jump and ripples of smaller fish just under the 

river’s surface.  She decided to stop and anchor and look for dolphin.  Motoring closer to 

the marsh, she turned the motor to neutral to test again the pull of the tide.  Then she 

eased it into the slowest forward position, which kept the boat stagnant while she threw 

out her anchor and watched the thirty-foot rope half uncoil.  She tested the anchor, 

making sure it had grabbed mud at the bottom, and cut the motor.   

     The sky was flat gray and morning seemed to hold its breath.  The surface of the water 

was taut as a tight-tucked sheet.  She stashed her shorts in a zip-up plastic satchel her dad 

kept tied to the boat seat and slipped into the water, stroking a few times to stay even 

with the boat.  The river was warm like tub water.  She climbed back into the bateau and 

waited, unmoving, watching the long curving line where the marsh met the water for as 

far as she could see.  There was a great weight in the air.  

     Suddenly, lightning flashed, interrupting the stillness.  Clara saw the lightning before 

she saw the dolphin fin.  It was jagged and grim and far off, close to town.  Several 

minutes passed before she heard thunder. She stepped reluctantly to the bow of the boat 
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to pull up anchor and was reaching down into the water to tug the anchor loose from the 

bottom when the dolphin surfaced just a few yards from her hand.  She slid into the water 

and began stroking fluidly but with enough force to combat the current and keep her body 

beside the boat.  As thunder bugled across the sky, the dolphin surfaced again, this time 

farther from her, nearer the marsh.  Clara breast-stroked toward the marsh, keeping her 

eye on the circles of water that marked the dolphin’s last appearance.   

     Before her, the marsh began to wave, then bent nearly flat, forced by a harsh wind that 

ran before the storm.  The gray sky darkened, reflecting its gloom onto the water, which 

became solidly impenetrable, so dark Clara could not see her hands pulling with a hard 

breast stroke just beneath the surface.  She turned to swim back to the boat, kicked 

violently with flutter kicks, now cupping her hands in an American crawl.  But the bateau 

was not in sight.  She shot a look toward the marsh, then toward the other side of the 

river, trying to calculate her position.  Everything was gloom.  She did not think the boat 

was where she left it.  The wind pushed against her, coming from the same direction as 

the tide, and she was swept from her orientation.   

     “The bateau will be pushed in the same direction as my body,” she thought.  She 

would watch for it.  And hope.  Hope she and the bateau would be caught together in the 

marsh mud.  The worst would be the oyster shells.  They could cut like knife blades.   

     The river and wind continued to suck at her body and bat back her wet eyelashes.  

Rain swept over the river, switching at her face. 

    “Don’t ever allow yourself to panic,” her dad had said.  “When you’re afraid, your 

instinct will be to fight nature.  Don’t.  Go with it.”  But go where?  Everything was dark.  

Even the marsh was invisible.  She listened for another boat engine but heard only the 
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wind.  She began kicking again, pulling against the water, wanting to go somewhere, 

trying to breathe with wind in her mouth. 

     Against her thigh, she felt a nudge.  She thought of the sharks, little hammerheads, 

sand sharks, and others she and her dad sometimes hooked, wishing for trout or flounder 

instead.  She was bumped again.  The chill of rushing wind and sweeping rain battering 

her head met the chill of her fear.  Her face and shoulders were icy even as the river water 

was warm.  She shook.  She dared not move, kick or stroke with her arms, not wanting to 

attract the attention of whatever it was that bumped her.  Maybe it was a buoy.  She 

strained to see through the slanted curtain of gray rain as she bobbed in the salty water.  

She felt her heart’s beat and heard her father saying to go with nature.  She was bumped 

again, tenderly. 

     The dolphin came up under her and nudged her belly.  She let her legs go slack and 

barely moved her arms to tread water.  She saw it circle her once.   Then it lifted her, and 

she was skimming along the water’s surface, arms wrapped instinctively around the 

dolphin, head resting on its neck.  Rain pricked at her eyes.  She closed them.  

     The seconds were like hours, days, years.   

     The movement slowed, and the dolphin no longer supported her.  Her shoulders 

bumped against the side of her bateau and she climbed in.  She squatted in the middle of 

the boat looking for the dolphin fin.  As quickly as the rain had materialized, it 

disappeared, blown upriver, leaving behind only a strand of wind, a ruffling movement as 

gentle as a kite tail.    

     River water slurped against the side of her boat.  The sky was gray still, but the air 

was clear.  Clara moved crab-like toward the bow of the boat, scanning the water’s 
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surface.  No fin broke the surface.  She kneeled in the bow, trying to steady her shaking 

legs, and tugged the slack line of the faithless anchor into the boat.  She started the motor 

and moved heavily across the water.  She did not look behind her.  She was too thankful 

to turn and look back. 

 

     Passing Mrs. Allen’s again, Clara saw wet soil at the base of the house.  Black with 

rain it held knee-high New Guinea impatiens, pure white with a spot like blood at their 

centers.  The blooms floated and glistened in the wet air.  A bluebird skimmed silently 

over the summer green grass. 

     That night at dinner, amongst the corn and green beans and the platter of grilled 

chicken, her parents smiled and passed her the birthday package.  Inside was a box with a 

smaller one, and a third that contained a note.  “We wish you safe boating in the river,” it 

said. 

     “Too bad it rained.  I guess you didn’t get to the pool?” said her mother. 

     “No.” 

     “Twelve,” her dad said, as her mother lit the candle. 

     “Would you like to make a wish and blow it out, or let it burn until the last of the wax 

disappears?” her mother asked. 

     “Let’s let it disappear,” she said, “I already got my wish.”  She got up from the table 

and gave her dad and mom a hug.  She smiled.  It would be her secret.  She would keep it 

until she had a lover to tell. 
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Cigar Box 

 

     A group of young women stood on the jagged sidewalk outside Anthony B. Wright 

Funeral Home, horseshoed around Gloria.  Frederick was only half a day dead, but the 

conversations about what to do with his body had occupied these women since breakfast.  

He lay just beyond the reach of their voices, behind the brick wall and Venetian-blinded 

window.  

     Most people in Savannah thought Anthony B. Wright’s was for blacks only.  In truth, 

the owner was black but serviced families of all ethnic backgrounds.  He’d just put a Jew 

into one of his nicest urns, he said, and last week a woman with a headdress called him to 

pick up her deceased husband from the apartment house where she lived over by the 

public library.  Anthony B. Wright was the only mortician remaining in the historic 

district.  The others had relocated, one selling his property to a hotel developer and the 

other, to a concern that operated guesthouses with fancy restaurants. 

     It was nearly eight-thirty.  The women, all former employers of Frederick, had walked 

over in response to Gloria’s phone calls, which began at seven, shortly after Frederick’s 

landlady informed her of his death.  Gloria hoped Mr. Wright would arrive before nine.  

She looked expectantly at the porch light, which still shone.  As yet there was no activity 

inside.  

     “We need to decide what to do about the money,” Gloria said.  “Frederick’s landlady 

found just twenty-eight dollars in a cigar box.”     

     “He loved those cigar boxes,” said Cat.  “When he saw a stack of them in my storage 

room, he said if I was ever thinking of getting rid of them, to let him know.” 
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     “Do we want to have him cremated?” Gloria asked. 

     “That’s something we had in common,” Cat continued.  “Cigar boxes.  Boxes of any 

sort that look interesting.  I had a few wooden tea boxes a friend from London brought 

me years ago.  I gave him those and a small rectangular box my mother had that sewing 

shears came in.  It was real pretty and I’d guess almost sixty years old, probably from the 

’50s, with a flower that looked like an edelweiss.  Germans make good scissors.”  

     “Or should we think about burying him?” said Gloria. “Is everyone willing to chip 

in?” 

     “How much is it going to be?” Jane asked.   

     “Did anybody ever hear him say what he wanted to happen when he died?” asked a 

woman in a tennis skirt.  She was posed at the outside of the group of nine women.  

Every now and then she raised one leg to the rear like she was going to kick herself, 

caught the foot and held it, then checked her watch.  If she were late for the match, she’d 

be disqualified.  “I don’t think Frederick believed in God.  I don’t think he cared what 

happened to him after he died.”  

     “We can’t afford a cemetery plot and upkeep.  Or a coffin.  I’d say we cremate him 

and spread the ashes somewhere he liked,” said a woman, a little older than the rest, 

dressed in a tartan kilt and green sweater.  The cool October breeze wrinkled the morning 

clouds and made a pretense of fall, shaking still-green leaves into recognition.      

     “I had a friend who took her dad’s ashes out to the Wilmington River to sprinkle them 

in the marsh grass where he fished for trout.  But the wind picked up just as she got 

started, and half of them blew into her face,” said Cat. 

     “God!  Can’t you stick to the point?  Let’s decide.  Who’s willing to chip in to have 
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him cremated?” Gloria asked. 

     “Before we decide, why don’t you go in and ask Mr. Wright how much it would be,” 

Jane suggested. 

     “You go,” Gloria said.  “The porch light’s off now.” 

     By the time Jane returned, the one in the tennis skirt had left but told Gloria she’d be 

willing to contribute as long as it wasn’t over seventy-five or a hundred dollars.  

     The cremation would cost five hundred.  The receptacle could be provided by the 

women.  Cat said she would donate a cigar box, but Jane said that would be too small. “It 

has to be at least five inches by six deep.” 

     “I’ve got a nice shoe box some Italian shoes came in.  Not an ordinary one.  It looks 

like burled walnut, although it’s cardboard, and I bet Frederick would have liked it,” Cat 

said. 

     Gloria said they would spread the ashes in the park where Frederick walked 

neighborhood dogs. The group scattered after deciding to pick up Frederick’s ashes on 

Thursday afternoon before the school bus came, but after tennis. 

     Gloria walked toward her office.  She took a to-do list out of her skirt pocket and 

wished Frederick's landlady had not gotten in touch with her first.  She’d had enough of 

Frederick in the past.  The two years he’d spent refinishing her floors had ended in feud, 

and she’d become just another of his former employers who owed him big time.  Not 

money.  He charged less per hour than any other carpenter Gloria knew, but for 

recompense he expected admiration and lots of it.  She hadn’t spoken to Frederick for 

nearly half a year.  Any time he saw her he turned his bike down another street.  If she 

came upon him when she was exiting a house or apartment she had shown a client, he'd 
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smirk and cross to another sidewalk.  But early mornings when she stood in lace 

underwear a few steps back from her kitchen window waiting for the coffee to drip, she 

saw him slow his bike almost to unbalance and scour the facade of her house.  He knew 

every room's grain and varnish, which toe molds had cracks and where plaster's mothlike 

dust fell from walls or ceiling.  Fifteen years of restoration hadn't deflated his passion for 

bettering old houses, stripping wood, smoothing plaster, and hiking up settled doors.  

     The landlady told Gloria she had gone through Frederick's room after the hospital 

pronounced him, and, other than the cigar box, found some coins in a Mason jar, leftover 

wood stacked on sawhorses, brass tacks, rusty-lidded paint cans three-fourths empty, a 

few pieces of screen, artist-quality paint brushes, seven stained but clean bath towels 

rolled like logs, a few cans of beer, and some pork and beans.  Otherwise, he had jeans, 

some shirts, his bike, and a check for thirty-two dollars in his shirt pocket when he hit the 

floor.  She had heard a loud bump in his room and waited for a curse.  Silence seemed 

odd.  "Mid-afternoon was his cocktail hour," she told Gloria.  "Or hours.  I figured he had 

passed out, as usual."  But the day he died the landlady hadn't heard any beer cans pop, 

and no radio, and none of those classic movies he liked to watch. 

    "Shakespeare," Gloria said. 

    "Whatever." 

     Because the landlady was a long-standing client, Gloria didn't ask why she had waited 

four hours to see what the thump was about.  Instead she asked, "Do you want me to list 

the room in my rentals?” 

     “As soon as somebody takes care of cleaning out his things,” she said. 
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     Gloria continued the walk to her office.  She passed the cathedral, its plastered 

alabaster façade glistening in the sun, turned the corner, and came upon the entrance to 

the rectory garden.  Leyland cypresses flanked the wrought iron gate.  Low morning sun 

feathered through their branches, creating downy fans of light that hung in the air.  A 

crushed oyster-shell walk led from the gate to the rectory.  It was interrupted midpoint by 

a small round pond where Father O’Donnell stood poised with a can of fish flakes in his 

hand.  

     “Good morning, Father.  Are those goldfish big enough to eat yet?” Gloria called as 

she strode by. 

      “I left my rod inside,” he called back. 

     She smiled and waved. 

     “God bless,” he said. 

    Gloria was happy she had left her car at home.  The air was fresh.  She walked on, 

glancing at the note she had taken from her pocket.  The landlady’s number stood at the 

top, but Gloria shifted it mentally to the bottom.  She would go by and take a look at 

Frederick’s effects later.  A cluster of client names vied for her attention.  She would 

match the New York couple with the Congress Street house.  She could deftly sway the 

single toward the apartment on Broughton Street.  Gene; must be male.  Later she would 

meet a couple from Florida, the Greens, for lunch, their treat.  They wanted out of the 

Panhandle and asked her to get statistics for hurricane hits on Savannah.  Her research 

was certainly worth the cost of lunch.  Sales were down, and this month she’d spent hours 

showing clients places they never made an offer on.  She had booked a table at The 

Ironworks Café and already decided on a glass of pinot gris and a house salad with grilled 
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salmon.  She would call Cat and tell her to go look at Frederick’s possessions. 

 

     How had she met Frederick?  Like any other man, he had admired her.  She had just 

dumped her latest lover and might have been looking hungry.  She had parked her BMW 

in her spot in the alley behind her house, seen a blond guy sitting on the back neighbor's 

brick fence drinking beer, tool apron slung over his knee.  He had to have been thirty-five 

then, a few years older than she.  "How about a beer?” he asked, grubbing one up from 

the iced grocery bag wetting the bricks next to him. 

     "I don't drink Bud," she said. 

     "You one of those bluebloods who drink only out of a bottle?" he asked. 

     She slapped her hand in the air like she'd slap the rump of a horse.  "Got things to do," 

she said. 

     When Frederick knocked on her door three weeks later, Gloria already knew he could 

refinish heart pine, fastidiously and cheaply.  When she divined the nature of the tip she’d 

have to pay, she didn’t reckon it too high.  She figured a few hours of chitchat wouldn’t 

be too costly.   

     At first Gloria curtailed her lunchtime bedroom trysts.  She hadn’t yet forgiven 

Frederick that one missed opportunity, the new dentist in town, single, built, looking for a 

townhouse, who had suggested he take a look at hers.  She had hesitated because it was 

Frederick’s first week.  Later Frederick’s newness wore off.  He handsomely took his 

lunch break when she came home with a man. She was back at work before he reentered 

the house.   

     By the time Frederick had been working a few months for her, Gloria made a habit of 
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arriving home mid-afternoon to spectate an hour while he puttered around off-the-clock, 

tapping in vagrant nailheads surfacing on her baseboards and smoothing out puckered 

plaster.  At first she enjoyed watching him.  He didn’t work weekends, and at least twice 

a week she avoided the grandstand with scheduled appointments.  

     Since he didn’t log hours after three p.m., Frederick allowed himself two beers at 

Gloria’s before he headed an hour or two later to his apartment like a horse to his stable.  

The water in his trough was a six-pack he bought each morning before breakfast and iced 

down in his bathtub.  He didn’t have a refrigerator.  He didn’t have a washing machine, 

either, and did all his wash in the adaptable tub. Washing as often as he cared to was a 

luxury, he told her.  “When I ran away with my brother, he only allowed me a towel a 

month.  He was so stingy he’d worked out just how much it cost in detergent and 

laundromat change, and probably in wear-and-tear on the towel, too, to clean it.”  He also 

knew the value of a day’s work and made sure Frederick didn’t get any ideas in his head 

about going back to high school.  He was seventeen and Frederick, sixteen when they left 

home.  Gloria told Frederick she detected a Texas twang in his speech, but Frederick said 

that was one of two questions he would never answer. 

     “Where’s your brother now?” Gloria had asked. 

     “That’s the second question.” 

     “You didn’t murder him, did you?” 

     “No.” 

     In their self-imposed asylum the brothers stacked up skills.  That they were tall, 

muscled, and good-looking didn’t hinder their shouldering their way through the 

swinging doors of all-night cafes, truck stops, and roadside restaurants where kitchen 
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boys who could mop floors as well as bus tables might earn enough until the right trucker 

came along, heading in the right direction.   

     “We made it to Virginia and landed some jobs there working horses on a ranch.  

That’s something nobody had to tell us how to do.” 

     Eventually the brothers split.  Frederick thumbed a ride out of Virginia with the first 

car displaying an out-of-state tag.  

     “He ended up being just like my father.” 

     “Who?” asked Gloria. 

     “My lousy brother.  Brought home a girl and turned her black and blue.” 

 

     One January afternoon when Gloria had stayed away from her house for a multitude 

of days, she pulled up at four and saw Frederick’s bike still locked to her gatepost.  A 

grocery bag with a beer on ice was on the back step in the shade.  He never cooled his 

beers in her refrigerator.  Since it was the end of the workweek, Gloria had hoped 

Frederick would be gone. His latest stories of the people he had worked for and the good 

deeds he had done them had worn Gloria out.  She already had a check for him in an 

envelope she planned to drop through the mail slot at his landlady’s.  She lately had 

avoided voicing thanks for his self-imposed off-the-clock labors, hoping her indifference 

would cool his desire to fix things up for her.  But when the powder room faucet quit 

spitting, the shower fan hushed its sniffle, or the stubborn window latch gave way, she 

felt thankful.  One word of praise produced a litany of improvements he had made around 

the neighborhood and a detailed description of his accomplishments elsewhere. 
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      Her floors were still unfinished.  Frederick liked to spread his mornings around.  

Gloria had asked him, “Why don’t you give up those extra morning jobs till you finish 

my floors?  Come to me every morning early?” 

     “I don’t want to wear out my welcome,” he had said. 

 

      She slipped in the door. 

     “That you?” Frederick called when he heard the door hinges creak.  He came to the 

kitchen. 

     “Funny you never oil this kitchen door or fix the knob,” Gloria said.  She squatted in 

front of her sink cabinet, fanned her hand over a few cleaners, myriad hand lotions, a few 

near-empty perfume bottles, and an old lipstick.  She chose a tanning oil, walked to the 

back door, and squirted it liberally on all three hinges.  It puddled a little on Frederick’s 

pine floors.   

     “That’s nonsense,” he said.  He left the room and came back with a little black and 

white tin of household oil he kept in his tool pack.  She was on the phone.  He held the tin 

close to her face and pointed to the label. 

     “I can show you the house now,” she was saying.  “I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.”  

She set Frederick’s check by the sink and took up her keys.  

     “What I’m doing here is off-the-clock.  You don’t want me, I’ll leave at three.” 

     “Who said I didn’t want you?” 

     The next week Frederick got more done than he had in the prior several months, and 

he was gone by three.  But soon he was back to lingering afternoons, tightening 

doorknobs and faux-fixing cracks in her marble fireplaces. Gloria overlooked these spare 
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accomplishments until one afternoon she came home and saw Frederick had polished her 

riding boots, oddly.  She tiptoed back out the oiled door, walked to the bike shop and 

bought Frederick a new bike saddle.   

     He wouldn’t accept it.  “No gifts,” he said. 

     “What do you call polishing my boots?” 

     “Earning my keep.” 

     “You can do that by being the best carpenter I know.” 

     “That’s my work.” 

     “And polishing boots is play?” 

     “That’s right.  Playing house.”  He walked out and pedaled home. 

 

     The car that rescued Frederick from Virginia belonged to a Savannah contractor.  

Between Roanoke and the outskirts of Savannah, Frederick had made a friend.  “I can 

drive a nail, fix fences.  I know wood, and I can learn,” he told the man.  

     “I’ll try you for a week,” the man said.  Eight years went by before he fired Frederick 

for picking fights with his project managers.  By then Frederick was known as meticulous 

and haughty.  Another contractor hired him for finish work, and then another.  Eventually 

Frederick’s orneriness whittled down each man’s patience until there was no contractor in 

town left to hire him.  He became a handyman. 

      

     Gloria hung the bike saddle from the brass chandelier in her den and set her riding 

boots on the floor below. 

     “Is it a horseman or a biker?” Frederick asked. 
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     “You decide,” she said.   

     He reached over and picked a yellow leaf caught in the waves of her hair, held it a 

moment, then raised his hand above his head and released it.  They both watched as it 

drifted to the pine floor.  

     “Take that saddle back, and I’ll tell you what you can do for me.  You can let me bring 

my Shakespeare videos to play the afternoons when I’m off-the-clock.” 

 

     Lunch at the Ironworks Café was smooth.  Gloria knew a deer-in-the-headlights when 

she saw one.  The Greens from the Panhandle would buy a house within a week.  Gloria 

needed a sale.  She called Cat.  “You go over to Frederick’s room and see what his 

landlady has,” Gloria said. 

     “You’re better at business.  You do it, Gloria.” 

     “I’ve got important clients.” 

     “I don’t want to go by myself.  I’ve had nightmares about Frederick lying there on the 

floor for hours, probably still alive, lonely, forsaken,” Cat said. 

     “He was dead.” 

     “How do you know?” 

     “EMS said so when I called them this morning.” 

     “I’ll go over to his place only if you go with me.  Poor Frederick.  I’m sorry I didn’t 

give him more work to do, but he talked so much, and when he was there I couldn’t get 

anything done around the house.  The children liked him.  He was always asking them 

what they learned in school.  He surprised Jimmy one day when Jimmy talked about 

Romeo and Juliet.  Frederick recited Romeo’s entire balcony scene.  But then we were 
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late for soccer.” 

     “I’ll meet you at Frederick’s at five.  You call the landlady.” 

     Autumn gingko leaves fell in front of Gloria onto the sidewalk.  The afternoon sun 

backlit them as they fluttered butterfly-like, inappropriately spring yellow.  She walked a 

little more quickly to meet Cat. 

     “At first I left everything just like it was,” the landlady said.  “I thought some relative 

would come and claim they owned everything in the room.  But once you told me he 

didn’t have any known relatives, I took the beer out of the tub.  It was swimming in warm 

water, and I figured nobody else wanted it.” 

     “That’s fine,” Gloria said.  “Why don’t Cat and I just take our time.  We’ll check with 

you in a while.” 

     “Don’t forget that chair and table are mine,” the landlady said, closing the door. 

     Gloria took in Frederick’s possessions in one long sweep.  Cat’s glance flitted around 

the room, pausing here and there, and rested on the bathroom door.  “Just a solitary room 

to call home,” she said.  “You know he ran away when he wasn’t much older than my 

boys?” 

     “His father was abusive.” 

     “Just a room,” she said.  “Now I understand why he got started so early in the 

mornings and didn’t mind hanging around in the afternoons walking the dogs.  He quit 

walking Jane’s, though.  Her husband tried telling him what grade of sandpaper to use on 

the windowsills, and all hell broke loose.”  Cat looked at the door that connected the 

room to the landlady’s hall.  “Just a solitary room.  And that bath.” 

      “Didn’t you know it would look like this?” Gloria said.   
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     There was nothing more in the room than the belongings noted on the landlady’s list, 

except for the mattress, which was raised on four wedges of lumber cut to precise 

lengths.  The sagging mattress was yellowed like a colossal parfait glass of vanilla 

pudding missing an oblong spoonful from its center.  Gloria and Cat would drag it to the 

alley where it would disappear before dark.  The clothes, towels, boards, paint, and 

brushes would be similarly disposed of. 

     On the landlady’s Formica table was the coin-filled Mason jar, etched with a 

horseshoe.  Cat wanted to take it home. “Something to remember him by,” she said.  

     Only the cigar box was left.  Gloria raised the lid and removed the dollars.  

Underneath were two notes she recognized:  the one on top, her initial instructions to 

Frederick about how to lock up her house when he left for the day, and the one on the 

bottom, her final list of touchup requests.  Sandwiched between these were meager 

morsels.  There was a film review page with comments on a new Macbeth she’d torn for 

him from a fashion magazine, a lip-sticked cocktail napkin suggesting Home is Where 

the Heart Is from a realty retreat she attended, and a pressed gingko leaf.  Cornered in the 

cigar box was a bottle cap, Corona Extra, her brand. 

     “What are those things?” asked Cat.  “Lists he was saving of work to do?” 

     Gloria closed the box and nodded. 

     She walked home in the fading light holding Frederick’s cigar box in front of her.  The 

leaves that fell from the gingko tree looked golden now, like the one in Frederick’s box, 

mellow, removed from harsh sunlight.  The first months she had known Frederick he had 

been more like the golden leaf, rich and warm, something to admire like a gold coin in 

someone’s hand or buttery lampshade at night.  Their initial friendship was built on plans 
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for improvements, hope for bringing wooden boards back to life, restoring character.  His 

finesse was not only skill but elegance.  His long lean fingers might have been an artist’s.  

But a need for confirmation gnawed at him.  Who would admire his work?  Maybe he 

should have been a wood-worker with a showroom, a painter with a canvas and an open 

studio.   

     Maybe she should have been a more appreciative audience.   

     As she walked she loosened her grip on Frederick’s cigar box once to wave to Mr. 

Wright, who drove by in his hearse, which he garaged at home every night.  Overhead 

clouds galloped, whipped by the wind that lifted her skirt and handkerchiefed it around 

her thighs.   

     Gloria proceeded past the house she’d shown the Greens and came to the rectory.  She 

would have overlooked Father O’Donnell had he not called to her.  “Gloria, come take a 

look at my invention,” he said.  She pushed the garden gate open with her hip and walked 

toward him.  In the evening light a synthetic shrimp net glistened over the surface of the 

fishpond, tautly webbing out wayward egrets.  “Now I won’t worry about my goldfish 

being caught by you, or fished out by other predators.  I’ll have to see how the net 

weathers our next rainstorm.  Safekeeping our treasures is never as easy as it seems.”  He 

laughed. 

      Gloria held the cigar box more casually.  “I’ve got a question,” she said, pausing. 

     “What is it?” 

      “Would you consider performing death rites for a person who wasn’t a member of our 

parish?” 

     “Was that person baptized?” 
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     “Yes, certainly.”   She wondered if there were a special room in hell for liars, people 

who blasphemed sacraments of the church, or brushed off friendships.  People who didn’t 

give back to those who love them. 

     “I would.” 

     “I’ll come by tomorrow.”  

     Gloria unlocked her front door and walked to the kitchen.  Her answering machine 

was flashing.  She hit the button and listened to only the first few sentences of two 

messages. 

     “I’m a friend of the Greens, the couple from Florida.  My husband and I are driving up 

to Charleston and want to stopover in Savannah tomorrow.  We hear you’ve got several 

nice houses listed…”  Gloria skipped to the next, before the woman gave her phone 

number. 

     “We met last weekend at the Arnolds’ party.  I’m the new internist in town.  

Wondered if you’d like to have a drink tonight ...”  Gloria hit delete and walked to the 

back door.  She picked up her riding boots and gently placed them on the heart pine floor 

beneath the chandelier in the den.  The pine probably looked as handsome as it had when 

it was installed in 1856, not too perfect but profoundly wooden, veined, and pulsing with 

life.  Only the restoration of the floors in the bedroom was incomplete, but Gloria had 

shifted her bed to cover the unfinished side of the room. 

     She opened the cabinet under her TV, fingering the little brass knob Frederick had 

substituted for an ordinary pull.  On the interior shelf were current DVDs lined up neatly 

like pickets in a fence.  Behind those was a short stack of old videos.  Gloria chose one 

Frederick had given her, Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet.  She inserted the video into the 
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machine, lay on the wooden floor stroking the boards with her fingertips, and began to 

watch. 
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Leap of Love 

 

     Edna woke to the croaking of frogs in the big puddle at the end of the oyster-shell 

path.  Rainwater gathered in a dip created by Gladys’s parking her golf cart there, right 

where the planks of the dock started.  Edna had told Gladys she didn’t need a golf cart 

and if she’d do a little more walking, she’d lose those extra pounds that weighed her 

down.  “I won’t be listening to you vrooming around, spoiling the peace and quiet,” Edna 

told her sister. 

     “It’s electric,” Gladys said.  “You won’t hear it.  Or smell it.”  Victoria, Gladys’s 

godchild, had seen it advertised for “quick sale” and called to tell Gladys she was buying 

it for her.  “She won’t let me reimburse her.  It’s a birthday present, and she’s bringing it 

when she comes.” 

     Sure enough, Victoria arrived last August in a Jeep driven by that musician boyfriend 

-- or man friend, he being a good ten years older than Victoria -- with a golf cart in tow.  

Since then, for eleven months, Edna had been forced to look at the thing each time 

Gladys went to the dock to check crab traps. 

     “It interrupts the view of the horizon,” Edna said.  

     “I’ll keep it parked in the shed when I’m not using it,” said Gladys. 

     But when she did drive it, to the dock, she parked it in the same spot.  The dip made a 

little pool for mosquitoes to breed in, and frogs.  Now they were croaking up a storm, and 

in a few days Edna would see a web of eggs knit together loosely like a hair net, and if 

the puddle started to dry out, she’d have to pull the hose to it to fill up the dip until the 

tadpoles turned to frogs.  Just more work for her and more trouble caused by Gladys. 
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     Sixty-eight years of living with Gladys was wearing down Edna’s nerves.  Gladys, at 

least, had had one year to herself, the year before Edna was born.  And, they’d been apart 

for a while in college.  They’d gone off the same year, because Edna skipped a grade.  

Their father encouraged them to choose different universities, but that arrangement didn’t 

last long.  Since they were visiting each other every weekend, Gladys transferred, moved 

in with Edna, and completed her studies in Latin, while Edna earned a degree in English 

literature.  When it came time for their masters’ in teaching, they moved to the University 

of Georgia and completed courses together.  There was the brief spell in 1961 when 

Gladys fell in love.  Edna always felt her sister had thrown herself at that college 

professor and been embarrassed by the outcome.  Edna never mentioned it to her parents, 

though Gladys did, and cried for a year till she finished her degree and took the job 

teaching Latin to ninth-graders at Savannah High School, where Edna got a place 

teaching English to honors seniors. 

 

     The croaking frogs got louder as the July sun rose.  Edna hopped out of bed and 

stepped into the ironed shirtwaist she’d left on the armchair across the room.  She laced 

her blue Keds, walked down the hall, and flipped the light switch in the bathroom as she 

silently shut the door and turned on the Hot knob.  She caught a glassful to drink before 

the water warmed enough to wash her face.  Parting her hair down the right side and 

smoothing her short blond and gray curls with a tortoise shell comb, she leaned closer to 

the oval mirror over the basin and spread lotion on her forehead and nose.  Long ago 

she’d given up preserving her fair skin from freckles as her mother had bade her do.  She 

liked the healthy look of sunshine on her skin and didn’t mind the crows’ feet and deep 
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brow wrinkles that came with it.  Through the years, brown spots – what her mother 

called “liver spots” – had surfaced in clusters on her hands and arms, but who had time to 

worry about such things.  She spread lotion over her slender arms and thin muscular legs, 

flipped out the light, and tiptoed past Gladys’s door, her Keds barely squeaking on the 

polished oak floors. 

     A pot of tea was her favorite indulgence.  She preferred loose leaf Earl Gray and 

suspended it from the lip of her Royal Doulton Old Country Rose in a sterling egg.  Once 

the kettle of water came to a boil, she doused the tea egg, timing four minutes while she 

quartered a cantaloupe and seeded it.  She took the fruit, her cup and saucer, brown sugar, 

and the cozyed pot on a tray to the front porch, passing Gladys’s room again.  She set the 

tray on the porch table and walked around the house to the drive, stepping quickly down 

the two-rut lane to fetch the Savannah Morning News.  Returning to the porch, she 

enjoyed her usual sun-up breakfast. 

     The little house faced South.  To Edna’s left lay East, saltwater creeks, and, not far 

down the road, Tybee Island, Savannah’s beach.  To her right, marsh grass spread as far 

as her eye could see.  If she shifted her rightward gaze a little backward and looked over 

her shoulder, she was confronted with the obscenity of four-story condos.  The fools on 

the Metropolitan Planning Commission who allowed a money-grabbing speculator to 

deposit eight rectangles of condo mess at the marsh’s edge should be disqualified from 

holding future county positions, Edna thought, and had said so, via letters, to the county 

administrator and to the editor of The Savannah Morning News. 

      Breakfast over, Edna left her tray on the porch.  Gladys insisted on bringing it in 

when she rose at nine.  This arrangement suited Edna just fine.  In the shed, she found her 
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garden gloves, fingers spread ceilingward, wrists pulled down over the rounded ends of 

her rake and her hoe.  She took the gloves outside the shed and gave them a good shake, 

freeing dried soil and crafty spiders, shouldered a canvas bag for weeds, and picked up 

her tools.  The garden soil looked deceptively dark and rich drenched in morning’s dew.  

Sand was the texture of the soil on this little spit of land Edna called her island.   

     In 1941, the year Edna was two and Gladys, three, the girls’ parents bought the 

property.  Several years later their father began building the cottage.  He constructed it 

himself, on weekends.  Every Saturday till the place was finished, the four of them drove 

in Dad’s black Buick, packed with tools in the trunk, and provisioned with blankets, 

towels, and groceries between Edna and Gladys on the back seat, to their little island 

retreat.  Once the two-bedroom cottage was complete, they spent Friday nights and 

Saturdays there.  It was set back a hundred yards from the Tybee causeway and accessed 

by a narrow oyster-shell road.  An acre deep and half an acre wide, it jutted out toward 

the creek.  Because the causeway to Tybee seemed like solid ground, the island rightly 

could be termed a peninsula. 

     The family’s pride was the dock.  Dad had hired a court reporter’s husband with a 

barge to ease into the marsh on a flood tide and sink ten piling into the blue-black mud.  

With these as a base, Dad had laid long boards from piling to piling and topped those 

with crossboards to walk on, then nailed slender boards in upright Xs for railing supports.  

At the dock’s end was a very narrow, long ramp attached to a little twelve by nine 

floating dock that drifted up and down with the saltwater tide.  On a flood tide there were 

nine feet of water under the floating dock, but on a regular high tide there were just over 

six feet. On low tide, the water all but disappeared, leaving a meager layer of liquid that 
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coated the muddy bottom like pepper jelly on pumpernickel.  When the moon pulled too 

hard, the floating dock didn’t float at all but stood stationary on a rake of oysters and sand 

surrounded by oozing mud.  Dad had positioned the dock smartly.  Even when the creek 

was at its lowest, the floating dock’s floats-- air-filled oil drums -- didn’t get stuck but 

bobbed up off the shell rake as soon as the tide came in.  Crabbing and fishing were 

possible only from the floating dock.  There was never enough water right or left of the 

main dock to tempt anyone to throw a shrimp net or even risk casting a fishing line the 

distance it would require to send the bobber and bait past the tangle of marsh reeds and 

mud flats to deep water.  

     Dad had kept a bateau turned underside up on the floating dock.  On incoming tides he 

rowed the girls and their mother out into the deeper part of the creek where they swam 

from the boat for an hour or two, returning to the floating dock before the tide sucked the 

salty water back into the ocean.  Mother wore a tan straw hat with a strawberry band and 

a red and white striped suit.  She protected herself from the sun with one of Dad’s frayed, 

but ironed, dress shirts.  Dad’s belted Jantzen trunks were green.  Edna still liked to see a 

man in a form-fitting suit, nothing too baggy or loud. 

     Between high and low tides a little more than six hours pass, and each day the 

schedule changes by about an hour.  Dad depended on Mother to keep track of the tides, 

and Mother passed the job on to Edna and Gladys.  “You’ll find the schedule in the daily 

paper,” she told the girls and explained to them gravitational forces exerted by the moon 

and the sun and the rotation of the earth.  Before they were old enough to be issued 

readers in school, the girls were perusing the Savannah Morning News. 
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     Edna hoed the damp soil between her rows of tomatoes, string beans, okra, butter 

beans, and cantaloupe.  She fingered the mustard-colored chrysanthemums that bordered 

the bed, releasing their mysterious perfume.  She checked tomato leaves and stems for 

sucking hornworms, clipped several in half with her sheers, thinking, “good riddance.”  

Several bushes bore string beans large enough to pick.  A quick inspection of her okra 

plants convinced Edna another two days would be necessary to allow their green spears 

to grow to a mature size, large enough to be tasty, but not so big as to be hairy and tough.  

She piled weeds onto her compost pile, set the picked beans in the shade of the front 

porch, and proceeded to the floating dock to cast a while for fish.  It was Gladys’s job to 

check for crabs.  At one side of the floating dock a bait bucket hung in the water on a 

short line.  It contained a few shrimp.  Edna grabbed one just right, behind the oversized 

head, but not so far back the shrimp could turn and poke her hand with its sharp needle.  

She hooked it onto her fishing line and cast out to the middle of the creek.  Keeping the 

bobber in her peripheral view, Edna scanned the mud for fiddlers, listened to the popping 

noises made as the sun dried out their tunneled mud houses.  She watched a few seagulls 

fly overhead and saw a bottlenosed dolphin at the far side of the creek arch up and down 

along the edge of the marsh grass, feeding on fish in shallow water.  Edna hoped for a 

flounder but figured a few croaker would be OK.  She’d fry them and serve them with 

grits and her beans for supper.  Lunch would be pretty tomatoes and basil on some of 

Gladys’s yeasty bread.  She would ask Gladys to make lemonade out of the last of the 

lemons she’d harvested in February and stored in the cool dark pantry.  

     Edna’s bobber took a dip in the quiet water.  She tugged and felt the line pull away 

from her, let it run just a little, tugged again, and began reeling in.  The croaker was big 
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enough to keep.  She strung it onto a line, looped the line around a cleat and hung it in the 

cool water.  She re-baited her hook and cast again.  In an hour she had enough fish for 

dinner, cleaned them on the dock, saving the heads for crab bait, and walked to the house.  

It was almost nine o’clock.  No need to go tiptoeing around.  She removed her shoes at 

the door, clumped them out over the porch rail to free them of any dirt clinging to the 

soles, re-laced them, and headed for the kitchen.  She put the fish in the refrigerator, 

cleaned the beans, and took up a little bucket for blackberry-picking.  Gladys emerged 

from her room just as Edna was going out the back door.  “Good morning, sister,” she 

called.   

     “Morning,” Edna answered from the back steps.  Edna hated plastic waste but had 

gotten into the habit of wearing throw-away gloves for picking blackberries.  Not having 

to scrub stains off her hands saved soap and water; that was the trade-off.  And she could 

use the throw-aways several times before holes made trash of them.  By the time she had 

enough berries in her pail, Edna was feeling the July heat come down like an axe on her 

shoulder blades.  She retreated into the kitchen, washed the berries, drained them, and set 

them aside for the cobbler.  Gladys still would be checking crab baskets.  Edna hoped 

they would have enough to boil and clean for tomorrow’s dinner.  She heard the front 

screened door clap shut and walked toward it.  Gladys stood just inside the door, her red 

teepee-shaped skirt flamed in the harsh morning light.  She gray bun was backlit and the 

curly hairs at her neck looked like duckling feathers.   

     “Sister,” she said, “I can’t get a good hold on those fresh fish heads.  I need your help 

hooking them into the crab baskets.” 

     “Now, Gladys, you know that’s your job.  Why can’t you hook them?” 
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     “They keep slipping out of my hand.” 

     “Grab each one through the gills.” 

     “Come help me.” 

     Edna snorted hot air out her nostrils.  Help her!  Couldn’t she at least bait the crab 

traps?   

     “Ride with me in the golf cart,” Gladys said. 

     “No thank you.  I don’t care for it,” said Edna.  “I’ll walk to the dock.”  What kind of 

old woman was Gladys becoming, allowing herself to ride to the dock in a contraption 

meant for people who had nothing better to do than chase a hard little ball around fake-

looking grass. 

     Gladys smiled, let Edna walk ahead, then drove her cart slowly to the dock.   

     “You’ve been baiting crab traps for longer than Carter’s made liver pills,” Edna said.  

“What’s wrong?” 

     “My fingers are stiffer than usual.  My arthritis is acting up.” 

     Edna deftly snagged a gill with the oversized diaper pin that was secured with string to 

the center of one of the four crab baskets the sisters kept tied to cleats on the floating 

dock.  She handed the basket to Gladys, who lowered it into the water.  When all four 

were baited, Gladys turned the spigot on the dock’s water line and rinsed her hands.  

Edna scrubbed hers with soap and turned off the water.  The sisters had repaired the 

water pipe in March, after a late freeze.  During the winter months they kept the pipe 

drained, because it ran under the floorboards of the dock, exposed to weather.  If 

temperatures dipped below thirty, which seldom happened in Savannah, water would 

freeze in the pipe and burst it.  A cold snap surprised the women in mid-March after 
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they’d turned the dock water back on.  Edna had waited for a low tide and walked with 

Gladys through the mud in the thick-soled rubber boots Gladys bought for them.  

Together they had carried a ladder.  While Gladys steadied it, Edna climbed to the 

highest rung, a clamp and a few tools tucked in a tote bag she wore across her chest.  

     “If we ever have the time, we should replace the whole thing with PVC,” Gladys 

suggested, her face tilted up to Edna.  “That old metal pipe is a nuisance.”  

     Edna said nothing and appeared to be holding her breath as she smeared a sealant onto 

the pipe and covered it with a clamp, as added precaution.  When she got to the bottom 

rung of the ladder she said, “No sense in discarding something we can still make work.  

The problem was not the pipe but our failure to keep track of the weather.” 

 

     Edna walked ahead of Gladys’s golf cart and spotted her breakfast tray still on the 

porch.  She was not the least tempted to pick it up and take it to the kitchen.  She heard 

Gladys parking the golf cart in the tool shed and walking around the house to the front 

porch.  A few minutes later Gladys brought the tray into the kitchen and began fixing 

herself a cup of coffee.  “I’ll make the cobbler, if you like,” Gladys said. 

     “That would be fine,” said Edna. 

     “Afterwards, I’ll make a few loaves of bread.  I want an extra to take to Caroline when 

I go for Bible Group this afternoon. Why don’t you come with me today?” 

     “In all the years you’ve been a member, I’ve never gone.  I have no use for it,” Edna 

said. 

     “We’re studying Psalms today.  You always said you loved Psalms.” 

     “I’ll read them by myself; then you can tell me later what you all talked about.” 
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     Once a month Gladys joined a group of fifteen churchwomen for afternoon tea and 

Bible study.  She drove the twenty minutes to downtown and the church she had been a 

member of all her life.  She loved the tall steeple of the church and the familiar musty 

smell of the Sunday School auditorium where the women met.  Soon they’d be discussing 

what they would contribute to the fall bazaar.  Gladys always made aprons.  In fact, she 

made them year-round to insure she wouldn’t have to rush in August and September to 

get enough sewn to have a varied selection.  Edna said she’d made so many each woman 

in Savannah must possess at least three.  But they always sold out.  People complimented 

her on the pretty fabrics she used.  She particularly liked blue and white florals and 

checks, as well as yellow buttercups, and prints with red potted geraniums.  Her favorite 

kitchens were blue and white.  She and Edna kept the plaster walls of theirs a bright 

white; the floorboards her father had installed so long ago were painted white, too.  She 

remembered him showing them how to add sand to a bucket of paint to prevent the 

boards from being too slick.  Gladys had sewn blue and white hydrangea place mats and 

curtains for the kitchen window.  Edna said they were pretty and she liked the way the 

cotton washed and ironed.   

     Several years ago at the bazaar Gladys bought a blue and white porcelain coffee pot 

that reminded her of Royal Copenhagen.  The sugar bowl had a little chip on the lid, but 

the creamer was in perfect shape.  Gladys kept the set in the middle of the glass-doored 

kitchen cabinet.  Next to it Edna had her rose teapot and cup and saucer.   

     The other women in Bible Group suggested new bazaar projects each year.  Gladys 

was happy to help with those but sometimes wondered if the things they made would sell.  
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Last year their painted clay flowerpots sold out, but the year before their paperweights, 

each with a different dried flower, had not gone over well.  Edna said they’d priced them 

too high and that most people, if they had a paperweight, already had one too many. 

 

     Gladys backed the Ford to the spot where the narrow drive allowed a turn around, a 

little intersection perpendicular to the two-rut driveway and not longer than a car-length.  

Dad had used sand and oyster shells to build up the spot in the mud.  Besides this one 

interruption, the drive was tunneled by wax myrtle ten feet high.  Anyone driving along 

the Tybee causeway would have no clue there was a road leading to a house.  The house 

itself was all but invisible from any perspective on the causeway, but the dock, its wood 

weathered pale gray, could be seen as an outline from one curve in the road and from the 

bridge at Bull River.  It seemed to stand alone in the marsh.  Edna had told Gladys she 

thought the two of them blended into the environment like their house.  “We’re like gray 

herons,” she said.  Gladys could picture the blue-gray birds standing on the shore, 

inconspicuous and majestic in their possession of the marsh.  Even when they spread 

their wings, they usually flew close to the creek, dove for a fish, and then lit on the 

dock’s rail or on the floating dock to enjoy their catch. 

     Gladys’s yeasty bread fragranced the car.  She wished Edna had considered coming 

with her.  Edna had become so grouchy over the past few months.  The three years of 

their retirement had been sheer pleasure for Gladys.  Sleeping late, puttering around the 

house, sewing, reading, and watching late movies was a nice life.  Her Bible friends came 

for lunch every now and then, and she could count on a few former students to stop by.  

Victoria always visited in August for Gladys’s birthday and usually came at 
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Thanksgiving and Easter, too.  Victoria’s mother, Janet, had been a dear friend, but seven 

years ago her husband ran their car off the road in a mountain rainstorm.  Both died 

before an ambulance could get to them.  Victoria was a senior in college in Nashville at 

the time, an only child and a late-comer to Janet, who was over forty when Victoria was 

born.  After she graduated, Victoria took a bank job in Nashville, earning a business 

degree at the same time.  Then she met Jimmy, the musician.  She’d been living with him 

for two years, not married, and hanging on to every word he sang.  The two of them made 

just enough money to get by, but Victoria had a nice little nest egg from her parents.  

Gladys remembered Edna telling Victoria under no circumstances was she to put 

Jimmy’s name on any of her bank accounts or stocks.  Gladys had nodded and added, 

“Not even if you get married.  That’s your money, and you should use it as you see fit.” 

 

     Gladys pulled into a spot under the tall palms beside the church.  She gathered her 

Bible and the loaf of bread for Caroline from the passenger’s seat, walked to the business 

door of the church, and rang the buzzer, an emblem of the times.  Locked doors had not 

been part of Gladys’s childhood.  Her parents had left their front door unlocked at night 

when they went to bed.  The church secretary buzzed Gladys in.  She walked hurriedly.  

Her group, Caroline reading aloud, were already seated on aluminum auditorium chairs 

with Bibles in their laps.  Gladys took a seat and opened to Psalms. 

 

     When Gladys left church she drove by the city house where she and Edna had lived 

with their parents until they went off to college.  They had sold it after their parents’ 

deaths in order to buy a little beach house not but ten minutes from their cottage.  The 
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beach house had been part of their Uncle’s estate. His children lived elsewhere and were 

glad to get the cash.  Edna had told Gladys it was the expedient thing to do.  When they 

retired they would need the income from its rental.  Tybee wasn’t much of a vacation 

destination for anybody but locals, but property near the beachfront would surely go up in 

value.  They would need to sell the Tybee house when they were too decrepit to care for 

themselves. 

     Gladys missed the city house, but it would have been a burden to keep it in good 

repair.  She drove by slowly.  The front garden was still punctuated with beds of 

hydrangea chin high and so laden with blue blooms they seemed to curtsy.  Then Gladys 

saw a delightful surprise.  Among a bed of annuals was a mass of four o’clocks, the 

wonderful little white ones that bloom all summer with a whisper of honey fragrance.  

Were the four o’clocks there by serendipity or by design?  Years ago Gladys had found, 

on a sidewalk near their house, seeds, like little black BBs, fallen from plants that spilled 

over a fence. She had gathered them and pocketed them in her shorts, first in the front 

pockets and then the rear, and, finally, stuck another handful in her socks.  A week after 

she planted them, the seeds peeked out of the soil, and before summer was over, they 

were bushes.  Gladys stopped the car in front of the house and rolled down her window 

hoping to catch a whiff of the fragrance.  But the afternoon was hot and still. 

     What had it been about her parents’ love that encompassed them all, bound the four of 

them together with a headiness that precluded other pleasures?  Her parents were two 

magical people, but real, like lightning bugs on a soft velvet night.  Gladys had once 

imagined lightning bugs were tiny fairies of the dark, but Edna caught some in a jar, and 

when Gladys examined them up close, she knew they had substance. 
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     Gladys pulled away from the curb and put the air-conditioning on high.  Twenty 

minutes later when she turned the Ford off the Tybee causeway and onto the two-rut road 

to the house, she was humming “In the Good Old Summertime,” thinking of her 

approaching birthday, church picnics, shady lanes, and the sweet smell of four o’clocks.  

She couldn’t wait to get inside and ask Edna to sing with her.  Edna had a clear soprano 

Gladys loved.  She herself sang alto, which nicely complemented Edna.  As children, 

they often sat on either side of Mother at her piano bench and sang hymns and Broadway 

tunes.  She had liked most anything Judy Garland sang, but “In the Good Old 

Summertime” and “Easter Parade” were her favorites. 

     Gladys parked on the road side of the tool shed.  As she walked up the back steps she 

saw Edna through the kitchen window, mopping the floor.  Her shoulders fell a little as 

she remembered she’d spilled some cobbler batter and forgotten to wipe it up.  She turned 

the doorknob and began humming, dipping her head from side to side with the rhythm of 

the song, looking expectantly at Edna.  “Sister, let’s sit down at the piano and sing a 

little,” she said. 

     Edna looked up from her work.  “Then who’s going to fry the fish and cook the 

beans?”   

     “I’ll cook supper in a little while.  It’s early yet.” 

     “Why, it’s already nearly six.  That was a long hour of Bible study.” 

     “We stayed afterwards to talk about the bazaar.”  Gladys took the mop out of Edna’s 

hand, dipped it into the bucket of soapy water, leaned down and squeezed it dry.  “I’ll just 

put this on the back porch.”  She unhooked her purse from the crook of her arm, took 

Edna’s elbow, and led her to the piano bench. 
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     Edna sat down with a sigh.  “Page ten is ‘The Good Old Summertime,’” she said, 

watching Gladys turn the book of duets page by page.  They both knew their parts by 

heart but long ago had decided looking at the notes was part of the pleasure of playing.  

Edna struck a little trill, and they began.   

     Evening’s light faded from yellow to a peachy glow as the sisters sang their way 

through “Meet Me in St. Louis.”  Out the front windows, the marsh grass was still 

radiant, but inside, the room had mellowed.  Edna flipped on the piano light as Gladys 

turned to “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.”  It was the song they always ended on. 

     Gladys closed the book.  “I’ll do the cooking.  Why don’t you read while I’m getting 

supper ready?” 

     “First I’ll set the table,” Edna said.   

 

     Edna heard Gladys open the pantry door and knew she was slipping her apron over her 

head and tying it at the waist.  She pushed the piano bench square with the keyboard, 

turned on a lamp by the sofa, and replaced the song book on a shelf colorful with 

volumes of travel books on England, Walking in Jane Austen’s Footsteps, London’s 

Literary Figures, Cornwall and the Coast, and Wordsworth’s Guide to the Lakes.  She 

picked up the book on Cornwall and turned to its center pages, photographic images of 

manor houses, Elizabethan gardens, abbeys and monasteries, and the windy coast.  She 

placed the book on her reading chair by the Jane Austen book and then walked to the 

other side of the room.  It was a long narrow room divided into a living area and a dining 

area, with four windows that looked out at the creek.  On the east side of the room an 
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oval mahogany table stood on Queen Anne legs next to a sideboard.  Edna took place 

mats, napkins, and silver utensils from the sideboard.  She folded shell patterned napkins 

into triangles and turned on the sconces on either side of the sideboard.  She imagined a 

pot full of salted water for grits and another for beans boiling on the stove and Gladys 

breading the fish with cornmeal.  Edna could offer to slice a lemon and fix their glasses 

of iced tea, or she could read a little of Jane Austen.  She chose Jane.  Most chapters she 

knew from memory.  Having taught Persuasion for nearly forty years, Edna gathered the 

characters to her like old friends.  She knew what they’d say before they said it, and her 

lips turned up into a smile at the thought of coming remarks.  She was so totally 

engrossed in her reading that the darkness outside did not drag her down as it usually did.  

She did not notice the window panes grow black or the walls of the room fade from white 

to gray.  When she looked up, Gladys was standing in front of her at the sofa.  “Which do 

you prefer?” 

     “What are the choices?” 

     “I asked if you’d rather have iced tea or water.” 

     “Water, since it’s so late.” 

     “The tea is decaffeinated.” 

     “All the same, it might keep me awake.” 

     “Then you could watch a movie with me.” 

     Edna shook her head.  She did not like to be up late.  She rose each day before the sun 

and watched morning light up.  As much as she dreaded darkness, she anticipated the joy 

of sunrise.  Birdwatching was best in the early morning.  Bluebirds had made a comeback 

in Savannah.  Edna had set out a few boxes to attract them, following carefully prescribed 
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height and placement recommendations. She remembered well the first morning she saw 

a gleam of azure dart toward one of the boxes.  With a shape so unremarkable, bluebirds 

were easy to overlook.  Even their colors seemed rather ordinary until lit by the sun.  

When illuminated, their breasts reminded Edna of embers.     

     “Why don’t you take your place at the table,” Gladys called from the kitchen. 

     Edna’s water was already served, and Gladys’s tea.  Gladys came carrying their two 

plates. 

     “Did you read some Psalms?” Gladys asked after she had said the blessing. 

     “No.  I didn’t have time,” Edna said.  “I was busy cleaning the porch and the kitchen.” 

     “Sister, you spend too much time cleaning.  You need to get out among people and see 

more of the real world.” 

     “I was in the real world teaching for forty-two years,” said Edna. 

     “But we’ve been retired for three.  You’re going to lose touch with people.” 

     “I had enough of people.  I’m glad I don’t have to deal with so many of them now.” 

     “People is what life is all about.” 

     “I like nature better,” Edna said. 

     “Aren’t you looking forward to seeing Victoria?” 

     “Not looking forward to Jim.  What is he doing now?  Singing at a music park?” 

     “I guess so.  I’m sure we’ll hear all about it when he comes.” 

     “He does love to talk.  About himself.” 

     “Oh, he’s all right,” Gladys said. 

     “I don’t know how Victoria stands him for more than a few minutes.” 

     “She’s in love with him.” 
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     “Why?” said Edna. 

     “That’s something nobody can tell.” 

     Edna didn’t answer, and they both knew she was thinking, “There’s no telling why 

you fell for that professor.” 

     “Why,” asked Gladys, “did you love that boy in your sixth-grade class?  Why did we 

both think Edward Cunningham was special when we met him in graduate school?” 

     “He was handsome and he could discuss any topic you chose.” 

     “He was just as self-serving as Jim,” said Gladys. 

     “No he was not.  He was entertaining, and always wanted our opinions.” 

     “Too bad he already had a girlfriend.” 

     “I wouldn’t have been interested in him that way,” Edna said. 

     “Yes you would have.” 

     “No I would not.” 

     “I could tell,” said Gladys. 

     “It was you who went chasing after men,” Edna said. 

     “Are you going to start that again?” 

     “You started it.” 

     “At least I was capable of loving,” Gladys said. 

     “And I’m not?” Edna’s cheeks flamed. 

     Gladys did not answer but finished her fish and cleared the plates. 

     “I don’t care for cobbler,” Edna said, got up from the table, went to her room, and 

closed the door hard. 
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     She dropped into her wingchair, untied her Keds and let them fall to the floor.  She 

opened Jane Austen where she had left off.   

     Her thoughts wandered to her father.  And to Mother.  They had been such a perfect 

couple, true to each other to the end.  Dad’s lust for adventure was the perfect foil to 

Mother’s artistic sensitivity and dark romantic charm.  When he was descriptive and 

verbose, she was receptive and attentive.  When she recited poems or brought her easel to 

the living room to show a new painting, he put down his book and focused on her every 

word, her facial expressions, her eyes. 

     They laughed simultaneously when a bird perched on the porch rail with a worm in its 

beak.  They sighed when a winter sun bled at its setting.  They read aloud to each other 

and to the girls on Sunday afternoons.  They responded to friends and acquaintances with 

a similar enthusiasm or reserve.  Dad’s court cases did not bore Mother.  She listened to 

his reports of them as she would listen to a baritone at church.  When she rose in the 

mornings, before she prepared coffee or toasted bread, she dressed in a silk robe 

embroidered with yellow roses, washed her face, and applied lipstick.  At the breakfast 

table she provided the entertainment.  As Dad sipped his coffee, she read him headlines, 

reminded him of appointments, colored his day with expectation.  Before he returned in 

the evenings she put away her canvases, hung up her smock, set the dinner table with 

crystal and silver, and prepared to receive him as she would an invited guest.  Their 

responses to Edna and Gladys were never scripted.  Each put the other first, and the girls, 

as children, came next.   

     Love?  “At least I’m capable of love,” Gladys had said.  Love?  Love was engrained in 

Edna.  Of course Edna knew how to love. The pattern of their parents’ love had been 
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large enough to cover the fabric of Edna’s and Gladys’s relationships with one another.  

Edna had always understood and even admired and liked Gladys’s endeavors, her 

approach to life, her inclinations – all but the love affair with that professor.   

     The problem, Edna thought, was not that she didn’t know how to love.  The problem 

was she still loved the image and the memory of her parents.  She missed them 

desperately.  She relived her father’s conversations with her, about literature, about 

nature, and she cherished recollections of her mother’s gentle hand taking hers and 

guiding it, drawing a paint brush over blank paper, later reciting recipes as Edna held the 

mixer and Gladys chopped ingredients.  The kind of devotion she had felt toward her 

parents and toward her sister all these years was more real than love in those movies 

Gladys watched.  The problem was that her life was probably seven-eights over.  She 

longed for adventure, but wondered if she were too old to pursue it.  Gladys, after 

retirement, had settled like a bird on a nest.  She allowed herself to be mesmerized by 

TV.  She didn’t read like she once had.  She had little to share but her conversations with 

the Bible Group. 

     Edna looked at her watch.  It was after nine.  She would prepare for bed, wash her face 

and brush her teeth. She let her thoughts fly away, imagined them carried off on the 

breeze.  She liked to clear her mind at bedtime.  At the end of each day she was 

physically tired and always slept well.  But tonight she was emotionally strained.  She 

must ease out of it and drift off to sleep.  As she lay her head on her pillow she heard a 

faint hum of voices, the TV characters who so enthralled Gladys. 

     At sunrise the next morning Edna could not shake her anger.  It was red hot like a 

poker.  Didn’t know how to love?  What did Gladys think love was?  Sex with a married 
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professor?  Even if he and his wife were separated, he was still married.  And what an 

egoist he had been.  Long-legged and handsome in a Cary Grant way, he probably looked 

at his reflection in every window he passed.  Edna remembered well seeing him walking 

through campus one day.  She took a different path just as she saw him turn to admire 

himself in the big glass panes of the student union building.  Gladys should have known 

better than to serve as the fluff that padded the upholstery of his ego.  She should have 

known better than to meet him at his house to read Latin poets.  Edna’s anger against the 

professor had spilled over to her own feelings for the student in her 19
th

 century 

American Lit class.  He was a smart boy and nice-looking.  His mannerisms were fine, 

and she’d enjoyed a few dates with him, to the movies and to dances on a few Saturday 

nights.  But then she’d seen, too, that he had a way of smiling at other girls at the dance, a 

way of insinuating himself into a group conversation with stories of his athleticism or 

tales of his prowess on the newspaper staff.  Self-importance could be so unbecoming. 

     Edna left her tea unfinished.  She took a cursory look at her garden patch.  She felt her 

heart thumping in her chest as she paced around the edges of the bed, turning over a few 

tomato leaves to check for worms.  She walked to the dock to calm herself, but even the 

glow of early morning sun on the creek was not soothing.  She felt clammy in the July 

morning light.  No breeze stirred the marsh.  She could not abide the thought of Victoria 

and that man occupying every minute of her day when they arrived in a few weeks.  

They’d settle in for a ten-day visit.  Gladys would give up her room to the two and make 

a bed for herself on the sofa.  She was happy to accommodate her godchild in any way; 

Edna, however, would have to tiptoe around all morning.  Victoria slept even later than 
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Gladys.  Half the day seemed over before she was dressed and ready to think about what 

she wanted to do with the hours that remained before the sun went down.   

     Edna paced back and forth the length of the front porch.  She looked at her watch.  It 

was eight.  She picked up her breakfast tray and put it in the kitchen.  On it she left a 

note.  “Gladys,” she wrote, “I’m going to the Tybee house.  I need a break.  I’ll take a cab 

so that you can have the car.” 

     Edna packed two canvas bags of clothes and a few books.  She was waiting at the end 

of the drive, where it intersected with the Tybee causeway, when she saw the cab moving 

slowly, the driver scanning the side of the road for a driveway.  After she settled her bags 

on the seat, she directed him to the Tybee house.  Her uncle had built it in the ’40s.  

When Edna and Gladys bought it, they had painted the interior themselves and hired a 

man to do the exterior.  They’d had the screens all replaced, cleaned up the furnishings, 

put in some new overhead fixtures and a new stove and tub, and advertised it for rent on a 

weekly or monthly basis.  June through Labor Day and spring break they always had 

tenants who paid well, but during the other months, there were few takers.  The fall could 

be busy, or the house could be empty till a holiday weekend came along.  Right now 

Joanie Fields was there with her husband.  Joanie had been Edna’s student; she was a 

smart girl and had found a good man.  When Edna showed up at the door with her bags, 

they would be happy to see her.  She would stay in the little guest room which was 

separate from the rest of the house.  It was never included as part of the rental agreement 

because Edna and Gladys had it packed with their old text books, their father’s law 

books, and certain of their mother’s paintings.  
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     Edna smelled bacon frying as she climbed the outdoor steps.  Like most of Tybee’s 

houses, the living quarters were on the second story. Under the house was a cement-

floored space similar to a latticed carport, with showers for washing off sand and ocean 

water.  There was room to park a car, but the drive-through doors had been nailed shut 

and a ping pong table occupied the rectangle of space.  The room where Edna would 

sleep, originally designed as a maid’s room, was also on the ground level. 

     After speaking a few minutes with the Fields, Edna unpacked her bags and left for a 

walk on the beach.  Not many folks were out yet.  Some local people, Mary Jane and 

Tom Knight, recognized Edna and waved. “What are you doing here so early in the day, 

Edna?” the woman asked. 

     “I’m spending a little time at the house,” she said. 

     “Come over to supper one night.” 

     “That sounds nice,” said Edna. 

     “What is Gladys doing?” 

     “Expecting company.” 

     Edna walked to where the incoming tide licked at sand, sputtering foam.  She chose to 

walk north toward the Savannah River.  An hour later she was back in her room, looking 

through books on the shelves, choosing what she would read for the day. 

     That afternoon late Edna decided to walk again on the beach.  She had read most of 

the day and was longing to be outside.  She first strolled through the bit of yard 

surrounding the house.  The grass didn’t need watering because there’d been a rain 

shower after lunch.  She walked toward the sand dunes, passing mothers and children 

heading to parked cars.   
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     When Edna returned to the house, the sun was setting.  She smelled charcoals and saw 

a white-haired man grilling in the yard next door.  He looked up and waved at her. 

     The next morning early she saw him again as she was walking toward the beach.  “Are 

you at Tybee for a vacation?” he called to her across the grass. 

     “Yes,” she said.  “Where are you from?” 

     He walked toward her.  “Just a few hours up the road.  Macon,” he said.  “This is the 

best time of day to get out to the ocean before the sun gets too hot.  Which way are you 

walking?” 

     “To the pier.  I walked the other way yesterday.” 

     “Would you mind if I joined you?” 

     “That’ll be fine.” 

     By the time she got back to the house Edna knew Larry’s name and that he had 

grandchildren and liked baseball and grilled fish.  He had a cute way of winking and 

asked her to come over for supper that night. 

      Later, when she approached his yard, she saw him come onto the porch with a platter 

and some tongs.  “Are you vacationing by yourself?” she asked. 

     “I don’t mind my own company,” he said. 

     The evening moved by easily and ended with a game of cards.  He asked her if she’d 

like to walk in the morning.  She went back to her room with a smile on her face. 

     One day led to the next and soon four had passed.  Gladys had left messages with 

Joanie, but Edna had not called back.  A little note from Gladys arrived with the postman.  

Edna stuck it under the glass that topped the chest of drawers in her room, next to the 

vase of gardenias Larry had picked from the bush in back of the house he rented.  
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     On Thursday Edna took her Scrabble game over to Larry’s.  “I’ll teach you Scrabble if 

you show me those photos you told me about,” Edna said. 

     “What does making words out of little block letters have to do with the Tower of 

London?”  

     “Maybe it’ll bring to mind ‘torture’ or ‘fortify’ or some other seven-letter word,” Edna 

said. 

     During their beach walks Larry had told Edna of his travels to Paris and to Madrid and 

to London.  He had a knack for packing his experiences into postcard-sized images.  His 

tale of the basilica at the top of Montmartre set him with a juggler on steps overlooking 

Paris night lights.  “The guy could really toss those jugs,” Larry said.  “I watched him in 

the near dark flashing those colorful things, flicking them in the air with Paris lit up 

behind him like a circus backdrop.” 

     His favorite day in Paris was the one he spent along the Seine.  “I poked my nose in 

everybody’s business -- the painters’ smearing their colors and creating a bridge, and the 

ones preying on tourists wanting a caricature.” 

     Madrid was hot, Larry said.  “As bad as Savannah in August, with not much air-

conditioning.  But night life was just that much more exciting after the dull afternoons.” 

     “What type of night life?” Edna asked. 

     “Dinner at ten, and bars, and dancing.  Pretty, exotic women sashaying their skirts and 

dancing with all the men, young and old.”  

     They looked through a stack of Larry’s photos.  Edna saw he framed architectural 

detail up close and caught people in action, always with color --  children chasing 
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pigeons; a beautiful young woman with a purple and red scarf; a guard at  Buckingham 

Palace cutting his eyes at a woman in a strapless yellow dress. 

     On Friday Edna asked Larry if he would like to go with her for supper and meet some 

friends of hers.  They had worked a crossword puzzle together, then he had beat her at 

Scrabble.  “Beginner’s luck,” she said.  He had reached over the table and taken her hand 

and put it to his lips.  When she left to dress for dinner, he had put his arms around her 

and kissed her on the lips.  They were still tingling. 

     Edna met Larry at seven on the grass between their houses.  The night was hot, and 

the couple Edna had seen her first day on the beach lived two blocks away.  As Edna and 

Larry walked toward their destination, Edna could feel perspiration pulling at the back of 

her blouse.  Larry put his arm around her shoulders, and she worried he’d think she felt 

clammy.  She hadn’t had so much fun in a long time.  Larry could tell a story to rival 

Mark Twain.  He loved to describe people he knew in Macon and pinpoint their 

idiosyncrasies.  He was clever at cards.  He hadn’t talked incessantly about his 

grandchildren. He could describe all the capitals he had visited since his retirement. 

     Evening was just descending, shadows lengthening a little.  The air vibrated with the 

click of grasshoppers and croak of frogs.  As Edna and Larry approached Mary Jane’s 

and Tom’s house, Edna raised her hand to wave to her hosts who were sitting on the front 

porch with cold drinks in their hands.   

     “This is where we’re coming?” Larry said. 

     “Yes,” said Edna, starting ahead of him to climb the steps to the porch.  “Didn’t I tell 

you their names?”  She turned to whisper them to him. 

      “I know this couple.  Their daughter lives next door to me in Macon.” 
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 Mary Jane and Tom rose from their chairs and came to stand at the top of the steep 

wooden stairs.  “Why, Larry, we didn’t know you knew Edna,” Mary Jane said. 

     Larry came slowly up the steps after Edna and shook Tom’s hand as Mary Jane asked 

what they would like to drink.  

     “How’s your wife, Larry?” Tom asked.   

      

     Edna had tried to remain collected, but she felt choked with shock.  After twenty 

minutes of attempting conversation, she told Mary Jane she must have caught a bug and 

was feeling nauseated and would have to leave.  She would not allow Tom to drive her 

home and insisted Larry need not walk her.  Ten minutes after she got back to her room, 

she was packed and a cab was on the way.   

      

     Gladys sat at the dining table alone in the fading light, a paper plate with a peanut 

butter and jelly sandwich missing a few nibbles was pushed to the side.  In front of her 

was the Cornwall book opened to a chapter on gardens.  Edna always had been the one 

with the clever ideas.  Gladys herself was willing to take what came along and find a way 

to enjoy it.  What she loved about her sister was her imagination and her drive.  

Sometimes she could be exhausting, but there was never a dull moment with Edna.  

Gladys missed her desperately.  The first few days she was gone seemed like a vacation, 

but by the third, Gladys was talking aloud to herself, and by the fourth, she was feeling 

blue.  Today had dragged on interminably.  When, in the mid-morning, she found the 

Cornwall book Edna had pulled off the shelf, she started with page one.  Now she was 

nearly at the end of the last chapter.  The descriptions of manor houses charmed Gladys, 
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and she particularly was intrigued by Cornwall’s history.  Ruins found of three Roman 

forts interested her and a description of a few Latin inscriptions preserved on milestones.  

She took a sip of her iced tea and turned a page.  To walk through Cornwall’s gardens 

and along the coast would take stamina.  

     Gladys heard quick steps on the wooden boards of the back porch and the opening of 

the door.  She ran to the kitchen and opened her arms to Edna. 

 

     The next morning Edna tiptoed past Gladys’s room and shortly before nine returned 

her tray to the kitchen herself and put on a pot of coffee for Gladys.  Edna sat with 

Gladys while she ate breakfast.  “Gladys, you’re right about me,” Edna said.  “I do need 

to get out more.  I’d like a little adventure in my life, and I don’t want it to be looking at 

other people’s travel photos.” 

     “That’s not adventure,” Gladys said. 

     “No, it sure is not.  I want to capture my own impressions, see how people live in 

other places.  Let’s go to London and Cornwall,” said Edna. 

     “We’ve always said we would.”   

     “It’s been a good rental summer,” said Edna, “and we’re booked through September.” 

     Gladys rose quietly and walked to the living room.  She returned with an atlas and 

opened it to the British Isles.   

     Later when Gladys said it was time for her to bait the crab traps, Edna said she would 

ride with her in the golf cart. 

     “No, sister,” Gladys said.  “I’m going to leave it parked in the shed.  I’ll need to build 

up my leg muscles if we’re going to be roaming all over England.”  Together the sisters 
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walked to the dock.  When they passed the puddle that Edna thought of as her frog pond, 

she noticed it had dried up, and her heart sank a little. 

     Over lunch the sisters planned what they would do to entertain Victoria and Jim.  

Gladys suggested inviting Joanie and her husband for dinner.  Edna thought that was a 

marvelous idea.  She wondered who Joanie’s godmother was. 

     About dark Edna went once more to inspect her vegetable garden.  Gladys not only 

had kept it weeded but also had staked up the tomato branches grown heavy with fruit.  

Just before she turned to walk back to the house, Edna saw movement between two rows 

of okra.  A tiny frog leapt from the damp soil into the grass at her feet. 
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FAITH 

 

     She could have worked an extra thirty minutes.  Her client on the West Coast would 

have been available for another few hours, even on a Friday afternoon.  The traffic was 

backed up to Bull Street.  Already she had sat through two red lights.  Better to have 

accomplished something at her desk than to sit watching a traffic light change colors. 

     She put her window down expecting a slap of humidity, but an affable breeze, with 

something of spring still in it, blew across her cheek.  A pickup truck in the lane next to 

hers held two workers, a middle-aged guy at the wheel and, not two feet from her, a 

younger one in the passenger seat, his arm dangling, muscular and hairy, out the window, 

a cigarette in his fingers, unlit.  Beth could almost read the brand.  She glanced at the 

breast pocket of the man’s T-shirt, saw the pack, and confirmed it.  He wouldn’t glance 

back.  He was not going to throw a compliment at her, or a flirtatious remark.  He was in 

the midst of a loud, livid argument. 

     “I’m not coming,” he said into the phone he held in his left hand.  “Shit.  What’s in it 

for me?” 

     He listened. 

     “Of course I think of myself.  You don’t.” 

     As he talked he spun the cigarette like a teeny baton.  Beth’s glance crept from his 

fingers up his arm.  The blond hairs on his tanned skin stood out in the late afternoon sun.  

Just below his elbow was a tattoo of letters, upside down.   

    The light turned green.  Her lane and his crept forward until both her car and the 

pickup were in first place at the next intersection. 
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    “No,” he said and, with finality, tossed the phone onto the seat between him and the 

driver.  “Hell with her.” 

     Beth couldn’t hear the driver’s comments. 

     “I don’t want her any more.  She’s no good.  Thinks about nothing but what clothes to 

buy next.” 

     He shook his head. 

     “Believe she’s good?  No.  I don’t trust her.”  The unlit cigarette still dangled from his 

sunlit arm.  He bumped its tip against the outside of the truck door. 

     “What makes you think I need her?  She’s just taking up space in my head.”   

     The light turned green.  Beth reluctantly drove forward.  The truck moved at her 

speed, then a little faster.  Beth sped up but slammed on brakes to avoid rear-ending the 

Mercedes stopped ahead of her at the next light.  The pickup drove through the 

intersection as the light turned from yellow to red. 

      Beth wondered if Jake’s words had been the same as this man’s.  Which friend or 

work associate had Jake unburdened himself to?  Which selfish trait of hers had he 

pinpointed?  Surely not a propensity for spending money.  She made enough to buy 

whatever she wanted.  Was it that she thought too much about travel?  That she preferred 

going to the gym alone?  That she occasionally found a movie more entertaining than his 

conversation?  Did she take up too much space in his head?  Certainly not in his bed.  

     The light changed, and the five-o’clock traffic crept forward.  In a mile or so she could 

turn off onto a side street and drive home.  No one would be there.  She’d have her house 

to herself. 
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     The pickup was coming to a stop at the next light.  The man’s profile had softened, his 

jaw, unclenched.  The nostrils of his long straight nose flared as he inhaled from the 

Camel that was now only a stub. 

     As they sat side by side at the red light, Beth heard his phone go off.  The song it rang, 

vaguely familiar, pulsed up from the seat of the pickup, muffled, as if the phone were 

face down on the sweaty fabric.  The man flipped the phone over and picked it up.  Beth 

hummed the next bars of “Ring of Fire.”   

   “Babe?” he said a little flatly, then listened. 

    His voice was like mohair fabric stroked back in the direction that shows off its nap 

most advantageously.  “I know.  Me too, Babe.  I’ll be there in just a little while.”  Beth 

fingered the upholstery of her car and thought of the Art Deco sofa her grandmother 

loved.  Its garnet color appeared darkest on the seat when the fabric was brushed forward 

when someone rose to go.  It took on a more vibrant tone when someone sat down and 

the nap was brushed in a contrary direction, but then the body covered up the vibrancy as 

if it were hiding an intensity.  Beth liked vibrant things.  The legal agreements she 

negotiated at work often depended on compromise accomplished by stroking things in the 

right direction, but in her private life she was damned if she would settle for cushy 

constancy. 

     The light changed to green.  Just as Beth pressed the gas pedal and flicked on her 

blinker, the man turned full-face to her.  He winked and brought the cigarette stub back to 

his lips.  It was then Beth saw the tattoo right-side up.  From his wrist to his elbow, it 

read “FAITH. 
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Cobalt Eyes 

 

     When Sylvia and her lover Sam walked through the front entrance of the university 

music hall, a young guy their age, sitting three rows from the front, tracked her moves.  

Sylvia noted him in her peripheral vision as he watched her pause to assess the Gothic-

style hall, long and narrow with stained glass windows and a high ceiling ribbed with 

oak.  His eyes were on her when she stopped in front of a portrait spotted with bits of 

color, pregnant light angled onto the canvas by the evening sun.  When the observer 

looked down at his program, Sylvia’s eyes followed Sam as he found seats about 

midpoint in the hall.  She went to him, leaned close to his golden hair, and whispered, 

“Let’s move up near the front so we can see the musicians.”  

     They took seats on the fourth row as the violinists tuned up.  “I think I’ll get another 

program,” Sylvia said.  The young guy in front of them turned.  The blueness of his eyes 

startled Sylvia.  His hair was dark and wavy, and his face, oval and lean, balanced his 

features with perfect ease.   

     “Here, take mine.”  His voice was baritone but not lost in depth.  “I know the program.  

It’s Mozart and Verdi.” 

     She accepted the offer and smiled as he stood up and reached out his hand, to her, and 

then to Sam.  “Jonathan Everett; I’m new this summer.  I’ll be starting an M.A. in 

English lit.”   

     Sam shook Jonathan’s hand. “We’re new, too.  Sylvia’s the writer; I’m interested in 

editing.  I’m with a publishing house in New York.”   
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      “I’ve been working in Manhattan, too.” Jonathan said.  “It’s nice to be back South for 

the summer.”  The lights dimmed.  Jonathan turned back toward the performers.  He and 

Sam sat simultaneously, one behind the other.   

     The Mozart was piano concerto twenty-three performed by summer music students.  

The flutist and string players were strong, Sylvia thought, but the pianist was weak, 

especially in the second movement.  During intermission Sam asked Jonathan to join 

them outside.  The sky was dark, and clouds moved in procession across the moon.  On 

the other side of the street, a grassy hillock fluttered with ghosts of mature tree limbs, 

massive shadows highlighted by the sparkle of fireflies.  

     “How did you happen on the music tonight?” Sam asked Jonathan. 

     “I play the piano, or did.  No time for it now.”   

     “What do you do in New York?” Sam asked.    

     “Feature articles.  I’m on staff at a small magazine where I started right after I finished 

my journalism degree.” 

     “Are you going back after the summer?” asked Sylvia. 

     “No, I don’t think so.”  Jonathan smiled sleekly and looked at her.  “What do you do 

besides write?” he asked. 

     “I work with an artist.” 

     “Do you paint?” 

     “No; I run her gallery.”  Later she might consider telling him she directs every breath 

she takes into words on a page, she breathes in air only to expel beautiful imagery.  The 

colorful forms on the canvases she sells are just shadows of pretty thoughts; words are 
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more subtle, evoke individual images as unique as the woman or man who visualizes 

them.   

     Sam prompted her.  “Jonathan asked which gallery you work for.” 

     “It’s called Christopher’s.  In Chelsea.”  Lights inside the music hall blinked.  As 

Sylvia, Sam, and Jonathan took their seats, sconces on the hall’s fishbone paneling 

dimmed, and the audience hushed as the first violinist drew his bow, vibrating strings.  

Sylvia wished she could have told Jonathan, “Writing is all I do.”  She was glad she had 

not said she’d turned down a job at the New York Times.  True, she had, but her father 

had insisted she apply, had been sure his old friend would take care of her.  She probably 

would have been dropped in with the obit staff.  She had no interest in formulating dull 

facts of dead life into plain sentences to tell people where to go to see a coffin or urn.  

She had not been tempted to take the job and refused money from her father.  She visited 

home only at Christmas.  Every now and then she called her older sister, her parents’ 

model child who married the same weekend she graduated from college, had already 

supplied a pretty child, and managed her two-story house with a stage-director’s 

precision.    

     Sylvia paid her own bills.  Her room above the gallery came with the job.  It had one 

small window.  The bathroom was 1920s black and white tile with cracks like face 

wrinkles.  The tub was yellowed like old teeth.  Downstairs, behind the gallery’s office, 

the kitchenette’s refrigerator and microwave were accessible. 

     Sam asked her to move in with him, but his apartment in a brownstone on Tenth was 

noisy, full of athletic gear, and crowded with stacked manuscripts not his own.  Only 

when she overdid the booze did she sleep over with him.  Otherwise, she walked or took 
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the subway home all times of the night.  Sam tried going with her.  “I don’t need a 

bodyguard,” she told him. 

     But once she did need him.  Five months ago he’d saved her, from herself.  The 

morose grayness of January, stench of people huddled together over street vents in a 

cloud of subway exhaust, snuck into her and led her to the bottle of sleeping pills she kept 

for nights of terrifying dreams.  Sam found her the next morning passed out in her black 

and white bathroom.  After that, for weeks, he had watched her like a golden retriever, 

lifting his warm eyes each time she left his side, cocking his head to listen when she was 

out of sight.  He’d talked her through the glum cold months when words seemed to freeze 

in her brain and ideas and images backlogged, refusing passage to the page.  In the 

gallery she numbly watched art-seekers warm up in front of bursts of color.  Finally, in 

March, the gloom left her, and once more she spilled out emotions onto paper.  She quit 

staying overnight at Sam’s and told him she was claustrophobic.  “I don’t like feeling so 

obligated to someone,” she said. 

     “Anything I’ve done for you, I’ve done out of love, not because I had to,” he said. 

     “You’ve been good, Sam.  But we need to take a break.  And don’t worry about me.  

I’ve thrown away the sleeping pills.  I’ll never do something like that again.  It was a 

black mood I’ve shooed away.  It won’t come back.”  She’d kissed him on the cheek, 

picked up her toothbrush, phone charger, backpack, and left. 

     A month later, a girl from his office was in his bed.  She’d seen them getting out of a 

cab early one morning.  The girl had the possessive look of a young mother sitting by the 

wading pool at a country club -- serene oversight, no fear of drowning.  Sylvia imagined 
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her holding a beach towel open like a cloak and wrapping Sam in its soft terry cloth, her 

curvy figure disturbing the fall of the fabric.  

     For herself Sylvia found an artist at an opening, but his appraising looks reminded her 

too much of her father.  He wanted a pretty jewel to hang around his neck to show off to 

clients.   She left him after two weeks.  A few days later she saw, balancing in the 

gallery’s mail slot, the ad for the summer masters’ program.  She would have thrown it 

away if it had come with the regular mail.  When Sam called that night to say he had 

applied, she didn’t hesitate before saying, “So will I.” 

     “You can live in your own room,” he said. 

     “It’ll be cheaper if we get a double.”  

      

     Sylvia reached over and took Sam’s hand.  He and Jonathan both were focused on the 

musicians.  Sylvia tried not to look at the back of Jonathan’s head or at his well-pressed 

blue shirt and broad shoulders.  When the music ended, they left the building, Jonathan 

turning right and Sylvia and Sam going left up the hill to graduate housing. 

     The next morning Sam and Sylvia sat on a stone bench in the main quad. Sam was 

hungry and wanted to go to a coffee shop on the corner, but Sylvia preferred a walk first.  

She was cramped still from yesterday’s long drive.  She leaned back, her weight on her 

palms, her face to the sun, savoring a breeze that lifted her feathery skirt, its warm ocher 

the color of Sam’s eyes.  “I’ll walk for a while and then meet you for coffee,” she said. 

     “No.  I’ll go with you.”  Sam got up and smiled.  “But half an hour at the most.”  She 

reached out her hand; he took it and pulled her up from the bench.  As she walked in front 
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of him through the grass toward the sidewalk she felt the breeze toss her dark curls 

forward over her shoulders.  Sam came up beside her, took her hand, and laughed. 

     “Let’s walk down that shady street for half a mile or so,” she said, “and then we can 

turn back in this direction, come up that hilly street that’s parallel.”  She smoothed the 

wrinkles around the back pocket of his shorts and ran her hand over his back.  His 

muscles were hard under her fingertips. 

      

     The first shady street dead-ended at a sandstone dormitory with a soccer field beside 

it.  They walked across the field hoping to get to the parallel street.  The glittering day 

lifted Sylvia’s spirits.  Everything was pretty, the two-story stone houses and the wooden 

Victorians with L-shaped porches, swings dangling from heavy chains.  Daisies in pots 

and geraniums in window boxes flared colors so intense they looked nearly artificial.  

She tilted her head back and looked up into the trees overhead.  Sam’s stomach growled.  

He cut across someone’s yard.  “There’s the street you wanted.  Elm.”  He pointed to a 

street sign. 

      The hill was steep.  Sylvia felt warm.  She took time to look at every house and 

garden.  A big wooden Victorian stood ahead at the top of the incline.  Beside it and 

behind it was a half acre of garden planted with undulating ivy.  Birds sang less fully than 

earlier.  A cat eyed the lowest branch of an elm, and there was a dash of red cardinal.  

Just as they reached the highest point of the street and came abreast of the big house, 

Sylvia spotted a peculiar little green sphere on the sidewalk.  She picked it up and 

stretched out her fingers so that it rolled to the middle of her palm.   It was about the size 

of a jackstone ball, but fluorescent green. The core was almost obscured by dozens of 
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tendrils, fine as silk threads, in the same shocking color.  “Look, Sam,” she said.  “A 

miniature carnival hat!”  

     “Or a chestnut.” 

     Sylvia gazed above their heads and saw elm branches.  Behind her, down the hill they 

had walked up, was a tree that might be a chestnut.  It looked similar to the ones she had 

seen in Europe as a girl.  She tossed the green sphere onto the grass.  Sam stood ahead of 

her on the sidewalk looking down at the cement.  “You’re always looking for pennies 

when we go walking,” she said.  “Why don’t you look up at the sky, at the branches that 

look like giants’ arms?  Why look for pennies?” 

     “Because they’re good luck.  And I like to watch my feet so I don’t trip.” 

     They walked silently to the coffee shop.  There were a few tables outside, facing the 

cathedral.  Sylvia pulled out a chair and sat with a view of the arched windows, steeple, 

and bell tower.  “It’s hot out here,” Sam said, but he sat across from Sylvia with his back 

to the sun and picked up the menu. He signaled to the waitress before Sylvia knew what 

she wanted and ordered scrambled eggs on a bagel and bacon on the side.  “Have the 

muffin and cappuccino,” he told her. 

     “Don’t tell me what to order.”   

     The waitress said she’d come back. 

     Sylvia picked up the battered menu from under a metallic napkin box and stared at 

words on its slick surface, pinching it in both hands at breast level.  “And don’t tell me 

what to think, or do, or say.  Or how to act.”  She raised her eyes to his and looked at him 

through her thick lashes.   He gazed calmly at her, no smile on his lips, no slightly 

rounded patient eyes.  He didn’t nod.  He waited.  
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     “I won’t be anybody’s toy or pretty object.”  She set the menu back under the napkin 

box. 

     “Do you want to go inside and give your order, or should I?” he asked. 

     “I’ll go.”  Her chair feet clawed at sidewalk as she rose. 

     Sam consumed his meal before Sylvia took the first sip of her cappuccino.  He 

scavenged a newspaper from a neighboring table and started with book reviews.  Sylvia 

asked what the lead article was.  He read to her passages from the review, editing out 

insignificant parts.  Sylvia looked at the sun-bleached hair on his legs, backlit. 

     “I’m going to get some ice for this coffee,” she said.  “Can I bring you anything?” 

      

     The next morning Sylvia and Sam lay in bed planning the Sunday.  Besides buying 

textbooks, they had no obligations until a reception that night at the home of the 

university president.  A recently published author, James Blythe, was scheduled to speak 

Monday afternoon after classes, and Sam hoped he had already arrived on campus and 

would attend the reception.  Blythe’s novel was published by the house Sam worked for; 

he had been given a copy.  “It’s sharp,” he told Sylvia, “Hemingway succinct.”   

     “Do you mean it’s all action and little description?  Probably not a book I’ll like, but I 

do want to read it before tomorrow.”  They bought picnic foods and drove to a nearby 

lake.  

     On the way back to their room, Sylvia asked Sam to drive by the house with the 

chestnut tree.  He parked in the shade at the spot where Sylvia had dropped the nut.  

Grass blades tickled her toes through her sandals as she looked for the green sphere, 
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sweeping her foot through the grass, searching for fluorescent green.  “It’s not here,” she 

said. 

     Sam, who had been sitting in the car rereading Blythe’s bio on the novel’s dustcover, 

stepped into the grass, bent his head for a minute, and picked up a plain brown nut no 

bigger than a globe grape.  “Here it is,” he said.  “The sun must have gotten to it 

yesterday.  And the heat.”  Walking back toward the car, he hesitated and bent down to 

pick up a penny and put it in his pocket. 

     That evening in their room Sylvia stood in front of the closet tugging the fabric of one 

dress, then another, pulling each piece from right to left as if drawing a curtain.  She 

paused at a chocolate T, and studied a tangerine sheath.  Finally she chose a fitted black 

dress a former boyfriend had said made her look like Audrey Hepburn.  Flattening her 

curls with a brush, she twisted and pinned her hair, found her black pumps still in a sack, 

and draped a stark blue scarf over her shoulders.  Sam sat by the door reading.  He wore a 

blue blazer and had changed his khaki shorts for slacks.  The shorts hung on the chair 

back.  He looked at Sylvia and whistled, fished in the shorts pocket for his door key and 

pulled it out, along with the found penny, which he dropped in a glass jar on the desk.  

Only one other penny occupied the jar. 

     The president’s house commanded a hill.  A stuccoed classical structure, three stories 

at the center, it spread out symmetrically.  Weighty columns flanked the door and 

separated the middle of the house from its portico wings, which reached toward the lawn 

like a pinned butterfly’s.  The president greeted new students in the foyer, asked a few 

particulars, and motioned them toward the library and the south portico beyond, where a 

bar was set up.  “I’ll grab a beer,” Sam said.  “What can I bring you?” 
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     “I don’t know yet.  I’ll look around the library before I come to the porch.”   

     Sylvia walked toward the bookshelves and read bindings, squatting to see those on the 

lower shelves.  When she rose and looked out the palladium doors she saw students and 

faculty standing on the portico in the pink light of a setting sun.  Just as she walked 

toward the doors, Jonathan stood up from where he’d been seated in a wing-backed chair, 

a glass of white wine in his hand.  She wasn’t surprised to see him and knew she wanted 

to tell him about the chestnut and its unworldly green.  

       He listened and said, “I’ll tell you what I saw this morning.  It’s something you’ve 

seen a thousand times, but I think I saw it in a new way.”  He paused and looked at 

Sylvia.  She focused on his lips drawn like a pleasant line over snowy teeth.  “What was 

it?” she asked. 

     “A garnet-colored cardinal -- it must have been a fledgling because its color was still 

tawny-tinged …” 

     “Like tanned leather,” said Sylvia. 

     “… perched on an elm.  It bobbed its tail and dropped shit.” 

    Sylvia watched Jonathan’s lips curve into a smile.  “I see you share my love of pretty 

words,” she said. 

     He laughed.  “Here’s what I want to say; I’ll put it into a poem: ‘It taps its tail twice, 

like a smoker with a cigarette, and lets fall ashen droppings.’  What do you think?” 

     “Clever, but still not pretty.” 

     His lips parted.  “Of course not.  Here’s the real image: ‘The garnet cardinal reflects 

my passion, a flash of fire burning the glass of a window pane like a rising sun mirroring 

my hot lust for the beautiful adornment of my desire.’” 
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     “I’m not convinced of the passion for the adornment,” Sylvia said, “but you should 

finish that poem.” 

     “It hasn’t really started yet.” 

     “When did you write those lines?”  

     “This morning after I saw you in the quad sitting on a stone bench.”  His eyes dropped 

to her throat.  Sylvia fingered the ends of her scarf; it fell to the floor.  He touched her 

fingertips at her throat.  

     Sylvia parted her lips to protest but closed her eyes instead.  He kissed her, breathed 

into her mouth.  Behind her lids she imagined his naked body and saw his clever mouth.  

With eyes closed she admired him, pretended he was the handsome prince in fairytales 

she read as a child from books her father gave her.   

     A dizziness she’d known as a girl, the disorientation of standing at the top of a ski lift 

in blowing snow and fog, struck her.  Feeling slapped, she opened her eyes and looked 

into Jonathan’s.  His were half closed, but between the lashes their cobalt color glittered 

like ice floes on an alpine lake, a lake she knew well, the one where her family had spent 

Christmas all the years of her girlhood.  Every December she’d begged her mother to 

allow her to stay behind with a girlfriend’s family, imagined sitting with her friend 

roasting marshmallows, sharing fireside secrets and dreams over a mug of hot chocolate.  

She’d dreaded the freezing temperatures in the French Alps, the early morning cross-

country skiing her father insisted they all participate in. Her older sister’s polished 

skating of her skis across new snow only angered Sylvia as she strove to keep up.  From 

behind, she watched her sister mimic her father, outdo her mother’s elegance, parallel her 

skis when the way was narrow and arabesque to pick up speed.  When, hours later, their 
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tour complete, they ended the morning back at the lake, the glitter of a cold sun on the 

water’s surface held no beauty for Sylvia, but her mother would say, “Look at the 

sparkle!  That cobalt blue is the prettiest color I know.”  

     Jonathan’s touch was still on her fingertips and throat.  Light cutting through the glass 

doors hit his eyes.  She withdrew her hand.  Shook her head at him.  “Your poem is 

misdirected,” she said.   Through the glass Sylvia saw Sam circled by a small group of 

young men.  He would be effortlessly, knowledgeably, explaining something he’d read 

for his publishing house or sharing specific details of a polished skill.  He angeled one 

arm above his head and smoothly brought it forward, lengthening and lowering it, then 

repeated the movement.  Fly fishing.  Near the mountain lake where earlier they had read 

and swum, they had seen a stream moving over rocks, leaving deep pools behind.  Sam 

had said trout feed in such pools.  Though he had left his rod in the dorm, he had 

illustrated for Sylvia the graceful movements that arced a fly-fisherman’s line not in a 

single curve of weight transference but, as he turned his body, in multiple elliptical 

threads.  Under such a dome of imagined filaments Sylvia could picture herself encircled, 

yet free.  

     Sylvia shook her head again at Jonathan.  “Try some other imagery,” she said,  

“Something less self-reflective, something three dimensional.”  She walked toward the 

porch, toward Sam.  She glanced back over her shoulder and saw Jonathan’s back and, on 

the floor, her blue scarf.  When she reached Sam’s side, he introduced her to Blythe.  

Sylvia recognized the man from his photo on the dustcover of his novel. 

     In their room that night Sylvia was hanging up her dress when Sam said, “Where’s 

your scarf?”   
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     “I don’t have it.”  

     “I’ll go back for it.  Probably there are still a few people at the party.  I’ll jog over.”  

He loosened his tie and picked up his door key. 

     “No.  I don’t want it.  I never liked it.  That cold blue makes me think of frozen lakes.” 

     Sam shrugged, unbuttoning his shirt on the way to brush his teeth. 

     When Sylvia heard the bathroom door close, she opened her purse.  She sprinkled 

change from her wallet onto her palm and studied the coins.  She chose one perfect 

penny.  Before Sam returned to the room, she dropped the penny into Sam’s glass jar. 
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Deborah’s Revelation 

      

     Deborah wasn’t sorry she had insisted Allison go with her to the family reunion.  The 

day would clear.  The early morning fog lay in a milky puddle over the roof of the hen 

house, but Deborah knew it would be lapped up by the sun, and, eventually, she and her 

daughter would have a pretty day.  June was a nice month for a picnic.  She was sure 

Allison would pass right over the fried chicken and the apple pie.  She’d take a spoonful 

of slaw and plenty of cucumber and tomato salad.  She would sit at a picnic table farthest 

from the center of the party and stare pleasantly out at the fields or slip off to the 

vegetable garden to see what was growing there.   

     It had been years since Deborah herself had accepted an invitation to the Clawson 

reunion.  After all, she was a Clawson by marriage only.  Her husband had been dead for 

eighteen years, and she’d never much liked his sister, Belle, who tended to spend most of 

her time having her hair done, or her nails, or shopping around at the mall over in 

Greenville.  Deborah wondered how Belle and Brad ever had a crop of corn or a field of 

soybeans.  It was a good thing Brad at least knew how to get some work done.  Deborah 

had no interest in buying corn from Belle and Brad.  Her excuse, early on, had been she 

could buy from her neighbor in Clarkesville and save the gas of driving over to Clayton.  

She was sure her chickens fed better because of her decision.  

     The reunion came around every two years.  Now that Allison had been out of college 

these six months, Deborah decided it was time to reconnect with the other Clawsons.  As 

she gathered eggs, Deborah tallied the dishes she would take to the party.  Besides squash 

casserole, she had peaches she had pickled herself from last year’s harvest, and a big 
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bowl of new potatoes.  She removed her rubber boots, squirted them off with the hose, 

and set them inside the door of the hen house.  There was a sweet smell of clover 

hovering over the grass as she walked up the hill toward her kitchen door.  When she 

stepped into the kitchen, holding a large basket of eggs in one hand, she caught the screen 

door with the flat of her other hand.  Allison was still sleeping.  Deborah glanced at the 

clock.  On Saturdays she had to creep around; other days Allison was up at six-thirty, 

dressed and ready to teach school before eight.   

    Deborah stored the eggs and began preparing her breakfast.  At eleven she and Allison 

should be on the road toward Clayton. 

 

     “There’ll be some cousins there you haven’t met,” Deborah told Allison as they drove.  

Allison sat at the wheel, and Deborah, in the navigator’s seat. 

     “I know all the ones my age.” 

     “No, I mean those girls Brad’s brother had by his second marriage.  They should be 

teenagers by now.” 

     “I’m sure I’ll recognize everybody.  It hasn’t been that long since I saw them all, and 

those girls, Jean and Marianne, were at the wedding we went to a few summers ago.” 

     Deborah looked out the window, then toward the back seat at the cardboard box filled 

with balled newspapers that made a nest for her squash casserole, peaches, and potatoes.  

Nothing had been upset when they made the turn onto Highway 441.  Allison’s pretty 

yellow sundress looked perfect for a picnic and showed off her long slender arms.  

Deborah lifted herself a little from the car seat and smoothed the back of her white skirt, 

then tucked her red and white checkered blouse more securely into the skirt band.  She 
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wore red Grasshoppers, the same style of canvas lace-ups she’d been buying since 

Allison was four.  She remembered distinctly the day she bought her first pair.  Jeffery 

had been dead a month, and Allison needed some summer shoes.  Red Keds on the 

children’s rack looked like the happiest pair in the store.  The saleswoman laced them up 

for Allison, who walked around on the carpet flatfooted, trying them out, not wanting to 

wrinkle them.  Deborah was ready to pay when Allison spotted the Grasshoppers and 

begged Deborah to buy them so they could “be twins.” 

     Allison took another sharp right, and Deborah checked the backseat again as Allison 

pulled into her relatives’ driveway and parked in the shade.  There was no need to go 

inside the house.  Everybody was already gathered on the lawn.  There were about two 

dozen people.  The food and coolers of drinks were set up under a piece of orange and 

black canvas that fluttered like a monarch butterfly on aluminum legs.  Allison carried 

the potatoes and pickles.  Deborah held the hot squash casserole in front of her with the 

precision of a crossing guard armed with a stop sign.  Once she set it down, she allowed 

herself to be greeted, individually. 

     “It’s a mighty pleasant day for a picnic,” she said to Belle. 

     “I’m so glad to see you,” Belle said. 

     “I have a hard time getting away from the chickens, and the garden, and all of the 

customers who come to buy eggs.” 

     “Well, today’s a day to relax.”  

     Brad walked over to Deborah to give her a hug.  He pointed out his grandchildren, one 

on the swing and another chasing a duck near the pond.  He waved his son and daughter-

in-law over to greet Deborah, then turned his attention to fixing her a glass of tea.  Belle 



 78 

and Brad’s other children, and their boyfriends and girlfriends, welcomed Deborah and 

Allison.  Brad’s brother was across the yard tossing a ball to a boy who belonged to 

Belle’s cousin.  Once she had been properly greeted, Deborah began filling glasses with 

ice and slicing lemons for tea.  She placed her hand on the aluminum foil covering her 

casserole to check its warmth. 

     “That ice might melt before we’re ready to eat,” Belle said.  “I’ll take your casserole 

to the kitchen and put it in the oven to stay hot.”  Deborah watched Belle cross the grass.  

Her backless sandals smacked against her heels with each step she took.  A breeze lifted 

the hem of her skirt and tossed it up around her thighs.  Belle laughed and left the skirt 

just as it was as she carried the casserole toward the kitchen. 

     The only person sitting down was one of the teenaged daughters of Brad’s brother.  It 

was Marianne, the fat one.  She had come to the reunion in running clothes.  She couldn’t 

have been more than five feet two, and round.  Didn’t look a thing like a runner.  Each 

cheek of her behind was the size of a small watermelon, or maybe a large cantaloupe, and 

hung over the edge of the picnic-table bench.  Her red hair was pulled back in one of 

those school-girl rubberbands with plastic butterflies.  Deborah sat down next to her and 

smiled.  She knew how to make an ugly girl feel better about herself.   

     “What grade are you in now, Marianne?” 

     Marianne didn’t answer but looked Deborah up and down like she was examining an 

ear of corn.  She rested her gaze on the wart above Deborah’s narrow wrist. 

     “Are you in high school?” 

     “Of course.” 

     “Which grade?” 
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     “Eleventh.” 

     “I can tell you exactly what courses I took in eleventh grade.  I remember all of the 

things I learned in biology and how we dissected a frog and learned about tissues and 

organs and the digestive system.  What’s your favorite course?” 

     “What’s your favorite chicken?” 

     Deborah looked over the top of Marianne’s head and out into the lawn to where she 

saw Marianne’s father leaning against a tree.  He was overweight, too, but had an 

agreeable look on his face.  “Where’s your mother?” Deborah asked. 

     “She didn’t come.” 

     “That’s too bad.  I was hoping to get to know her.” 

     “She’s got better things to do.” 

     Deborah got up and walked toward Marianne’s father.  She would see if she could 

discover there some clue about this girl’s rude behavior.  You would think she would try 

especially hard to be friendly, considering she had no physical attraction at all.  The 

bumps on her face looked like warts but probably were just big pimples.  Deborah 

remembered Allison at that age.  Allison always had been pleasant.  There was nothing 

about Allison that worried Deborah except her lack of religion.  When she got to high-

school age she’d refused to go to church with Deborah. “If you don’t like the Methodist 

church,” Deborah had told her, “you can go to the Baptist with one of your friends.”  But 

Allison had not gone to church with her friends, and right before she went off to college, 

Deborah had plainly told her she hoped she would look into her soul and find a need to 

attend church over in Atlanta.  
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     Now she was a half year out of college and still not attending church.  She was sweet 

about helping with the chores once she got home from teaching, but on Sundays Deborah 

didn’t see her till the middle of the afternoon.  She worried Allison’s soul was going to 

burn in hell.   

     Three Sundays ago Deborah knocked on Allison’s bedroom door after breakfast and 

said, “I wish you’d ride me over to church today.  I’m feeling a little off and don’t want 

to drive.” 

     Allison opened her door.  She was in a pretty green dress and slippers and held a book 

against her chest, marking her place with a finger.   

     “Why don’t you put on some nice shoes and go with me?”  Deborah said. 

     “What time do you want to leave?” 

     They arrived punctually, ten minutes before eleven.  But when Allison dropped 

Deborah at the church door, she said, “I’ll be back at noon.” 

     The next week Deborah feigned a twisted ankle.  “If you don’t stay for the service, 

June will insist on driving me home,” Deborah said. 

     “Tell her I’m coming back for you.” 

     “She’ll use her cell phone to call you and tell you not to come.”  Deborah knew that of 

all her friends, June was the one Allison disliked.  Allison thought she was a know-it-all, 

and she was, but she was a hard worker and a pretty woman.  The day Allison received 

the letter announcing she had won a scholarship to college, June had been in the kitchen 

having a cup of coffee with Deborah.  Allison came running with the opened envelope 

and letter in her hand, waving them.   

     “I got the scholarship!” she said. 



 81 

     Deborah had given Allison a big hug and a broad smile.  Inside she was crying.  She 

had hoped Allison would stay home and go to the trade school in Dahlonega, but Allison 

was determined to teach elementary school.  June had looked right at Allison and said, 

“You? Going off to college?  You’re the kind of girl who doesn’t know which way to 

point her umbrella on a windy day!  Practical education is what you need.  Not more 

books.” 

     Deborah had looked hard at June, who didn’t say anything else except, “I know you’ll 

be a good student.” 

     When Allison came down the stairs that second Sunday, she wore a dress and nice 

shoes.  She attended the service.  The following Sunday, Deborah was out of pretenses.  

Allison stayed behind her closed door, reading. 

      

     As Deborah made her way across the grass to Brad’s brother, she felt Marianne staring 

at her.  She glanced back one time.  The girl all but stuck out her tongue.  Deborah 

smoothed the front of her dress over her slim figure and walked a little taller.  She’d 

always been admired for her good posture and for her pretty blue eyes.  She didn’t need 

to wear a smudge of makeup because she had natural color in her face and lips.  One of 

her high school boy friends never did believe she didn’t wear lipstick. 

     Deborah made pleasant conversation with Marianne’s father.  He explained that his 

wife was chairing a garden club fundraiser.   

     “But Marianne came with you,” she said. 

     “She had other ideas about what she’d like to do.  I hope she’ll talk to your daughter.  

She’s such a nice young lady and a school teacher, I hear.” 



 82 

    “The children love her,” Deborah said. 

     About then Belle rang a gong and everyone moved toward the food table.  

     Deborah hurried over to where Allison stood next to Belle, put her arm around her 

daughter’s waist and moved with her to a place in line behind Marianne.  Deborah 

perceived herself as a compassionate person and couldn’t understand why this girl had 

taken such a dislike to her.   

     “Marianne, you remember my daughter, Allison, don’t you,” she said.   

     “Of course.” 

     “She’s teaching school now. 

     “I know.” 

     “She’s living with me and is such a big help with the hens, and in general.  It’s a 

delight to have a daughter.  I bet your mom feels the same way.” 

     “No.” 

     “Why, of course she does! Every mother loves having a young lady around.  It makes 

life worth living to see her pretty face every morning and to know she needs you and you 

need her and that you understand each other.” 

     Marianne screwed her face up into something that looked like the spitballs children 

used to throw across the classroom when teachers stepped out into the hall for a 

conversation.  Deborah remembered Oscar Jones throwing one at her.  It had hit her in 

the middle of the cheek and left a slimy wet spot as it fell to her desk top.  “Quit asking 

so many questions!” Oscar had yelled at her. 

     “What kind of hobbies do you have, Marianne?” Deborah asked. 
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     The trio had inched closer to the buffet as Deborah conversed.  Marianne, now first in 

line, reached for a glass of iced tea, turned on her heel to face Deborah, and tossed the 

contents of the glass into Deborah’s face.  “Maybe that’ll cool you off you dried up old 

wattle-throated biddy!” she said.  

     Deborah nearly fell back into Allison’s arms.  But she righted herself and dried her 

face with a paper napkin Allison handed her.  “Let’s fix our plates,” Allison said.  Nearly 

all the relatives were seated already at picnic tables.  The few who remained in line were 

turned facing the last person, Brad, who stood playing the harmonica.  All but Allison 

had missed the commotion.  

     Before Deborah finished wiping her eyes, Marianne had disappeared.  Deborah 

glanced down at her checkered blouse.  The spots of tea blended in with the pattern.  She 

spoke no word during lunch.  Allison carried the conversation.  Despite her better sense 

of decorum, Deborah took only one bite of her meal, pushed the colorful little heaps of 

vegetables around on her plate, and disposed of the plate as soon as she was able to get 

her wits about her and stand up.  She told Allison to gather up her casserole dish and 

bowls and to meet her at the car.  Deborah left the party without any good-byes. 

     The drive home seemed long and winding.  Deborah felt a little nauseated and tried 

closing her eyes, but each time her lids fell shut they became the backdrop for a staged 

farce.  She saw herself dressed in a feathered clown costume, tall and lean, with 

exceedingly long flat shoes.  Around her danced a fat little midget with a handful of 

spitballs. 

     At home she did not pause in the kitchen but went straight upstairs and closed her 

door.  She heard Allison washing the picnic casserole and bowls and putting them away.  
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Deborah removed her spotted checkered blouse and white skirt and placed them in the 

bathroom sink to soak in cold water.  She put on work clothes and walked to the hen 

house.  When she opened the door she stood very still and studied her chickens.  “Dried 

up old wattle-throated bitty!” she said aloud. 

     The chickens turned their heads and examined her.  Their red wattles, swayed from 

side to side with the movement of their heads, pendulous.  Deborah inadvertently reached 

for her own throat.  She studied the pretty white feathers and lean bodies of her Leghorns.  

Usually they clucked incessantly, but her inaction must have startled the birds.  They 

stared at her silently.  A moment later, as if satisfied with what they saw, they turned 

from her dismissively and began their usual loud communication.  Stray feathers floated 

above their heads, suspended in the afternoon light, seemingly buoyed by the chickens’ 

raucous clucking.  Deborah didn’t bother to check for eggs but slammed the henhouse 

door and marched to the house.  She disappeared into her room and went to bed without 

dinner that night. 

   

     On Sundays Deborah fed her chickens early.  She fixed her breakfast, washed up the 

dishes, and always was in the shower by quarter to eight.  She took a little extra time with 

her appearance on the Lord’s day.  She preferred the eleven o’clock service to the eight 

o’clock because there was more music and a longer sermon.  After she dressed she 

always sat in the living room reading her Bible until it was time to go to church.  When 

the weather was nice, she walked.  Her church was just down the hill from her drive, 

about a mile on the left.  But today she had lingered over her cup of tea.  The cuckoo 

clock her father had bought her when she was a teen-ager struck a quarter to eight, and 
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she was still at the kitchen table sitting silent as a tomb.  She closed her eyes and her chin 

dropped to her breast.  A creak of the floorboard caught her attention.  She opened her 

eyes and saw Allison standing above her in a church dress and pretty pumps. 

     “Would you like to go to church with me?” Allison said. 

     “What time is it?” Deborah asked, feeling as if the morning had somehow gotten away 

from her. 

     “Not yet eight.  I go to the early service.  Can you be ready in a few minutes?” 

     “The early service?” Deborah said. 

     “Yes.  Usually you’re in the shower when I leave.” 

     “But I’m not dressed.” 

     “Your sunflower dress is hanging in the laundry room.” 

     “I still need to press it.” 

     Allison looked calmly at her mother.  Deborah rose, dashed to the laundry room, 

where she slipped the floral dress over her head and tied the sash at the waist, and ran up 

the stairs for her shoes.  The two women pulled up to the church just as the eight o’clock 

bells rang.  They took a seat on the back pew.  Allison held a well-worn Bible in her 

hand. 

     It was a communion Sunday.  When the time came for them to go to the rail, Deborah 

walked slowly up the aisle.  She didn’t look from side to side to smile at old friends as 

she was accustomed to doing at the eleven o’clock service, nor did she check the length 

of the dress in front of her or the polish on the shoes.  At the rail, she took the 

communion wafer from the minister.  She attempted to swallow it, but it lodged in her 

dry throat.  The little glass of grape juice was not enough to loosen it.  She coughed once, 
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and up came the wafer into her hand.  She slipped it into her mouth and held it there on 

her tongue as she walked back down the aisle to her place.  A peace came over her as she 

slowly moved toward the back of the church.  She had no concern for who sat where.  

She looked up at the window that faced East.  She always had been bothered that the 

church was built with the altar at the west end of the sanctuary.  But today she was glad.  

Walking toward the back of the church she looked out at the morning sun.  Its rays 

refracted through plain glass panes and fell in clean spots of white on her face and breast.  

She raised her hands to her chest and touched the warmth of the sun.  When she got to the 

pew, Deborah sat and closed her eyes.  Allison took her seat again beside her mother.  

She touched Deborah’s hand with her own and left it lightly resting there, nearly 

hovering above her mother’s.  The two women sat in silence on the back pew of the 

church.  They remained there for a quite some time, until long after the church emptied. 
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Flying Away 

 

     “Flying away?” asked the old man as he approached the eighteen-year-old who stood 

above him on the porch, one hand shading her green eyes against noon’s stabbing glare, 

her gaze fixed on the farthest visible point of the steaming asphalt road.  At her feet were 

a blue duffle, a red satchel of bedding, and a box of sheet music topped by a table fan.  

Behind her the screened door of Melody’s Barbeque Restaurant & Inn slapped shut, and a 

waitress with a tea-stained apron called out, “Martin party!”  Five people got up from 

porch rockers and stepped toward the door, leaving a wake of undulating high-backed 

maple.  The young woman looked down at the old man as if his question were 

interrupting her thoughts.  He flapped both arms, illustrating.   

     “No.  I’m taking a shuttle bus,” she said. 

     He squinted.   

     She looked again down the road, hoping to shoo him off like a fly.  Her mind was on 

home and getting there as fast as she could.  But he came up the steps onto the porch and 

stopped beside her.  A transport truck went by, throwing gravel over the curb and into the 

fresh-mown grass.  The noise passed, but the fumes hovered, settling just under the edge 

of the porch.  Across the road, gas tanks stood out in the sun like huge praying mantises 

rooted upright in soiled cement.  A customer pumped.  He had a peacock puddle by his 

foot and a halo of gas over his hand.  The old man stood beside her.  She waited for his 

next question, but he didn’t seem to have one.  She glanced toward the screened door and 

caught the smell of fried chicken when the waitress fanned it open again.  Still the man 

stood at her side, so she asked, “Are you here for lunch?” 
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     “No.  Going home,” he said.  “Been working all morning.  Going in to tell the lady at 

the desk how long I been at it today.  Give her my hours.  Just got out of the hospital.”  

He pointed to his leg.   

     “What kind of work do you do?” 

     “Mowing.”   

     She looked at his face, dried out and tanned orange-brown like the August marigolds 

set out in front of the restaurant window.  He wore overalls loose on his lean frame, and 

his crumpled cream-colored straw hat was pushed back on his head revealing thick tufts 

of straight white hair.  The gray of his eyes was dusted with work, but the whites were as 

flawless as hard-boiled eggs’.  He removed his hat and tipped it at her, stood looking at 

her possessions, then at her face, with an expectant smile.    

     “I’m going home to Georgia,” she said.  “I’ve been working here in Tennessee all 

summer, teaching piano at a camp.”   

     He nodded.  He smelled of Coppertone and of sweet salt sweat like foam left on the 

side of a pot of peanuts boiled.   

     “Mighty fine.”  He grinned and put his hat back on.  Its brim looked chewed up but 

the blue band was fresh.  When he smiled she saw a row of teeth, pearly as a cob of 

Silver Queen corn, with just a few kernels missing.   

     She smiled back.   

    “Guess I’ll punch out.”  He went through the screened door and toward the reception 

desk.  She quit looking down the road and instead followed his trek through the door, 

which he caught behind him with one hand, while he removed his hat with the other.  A 

few minutes later he was back at her side.  “Going home to dinner.  My wife, she’s a 
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good cook.  Not like that food at the hospital.  I’d rather die than have to go back there 

and wither away.” 

     “What was the matter with your leg?” 

     “They say I’ve got the cancer.  Something pushing on the bone.  My wife, she’s fixing 

country-fried steak today.  Got butter beans, too.  All these years, we never missed 

having our dinner together.” 

     “Is your leg painful?” she asked. 

     “It’s a heap of trouble,” he said. “My wife, she worries about it too much.” 

     “I guess she’s just taking good care of you.” 

     “She’s always said I’m the one who keeps her on her toes.”  He chuckled.  His gray 

eyes turned a little blue as he tilted his head up to the sky and pulled a hanky out of his 

back pocket and wiped them.  He gazed at the grass he had just cut at the side of the 

building.  

     She wondered if anyone besides her mother knew what she liked for lunch.  Surely not 

her father or his new wife, who didn’t cook at all but enticed her father out to whatever 

café or restaurant newly opened in Savannah’s historic neighborhood.  Her father and his 

wife, both physicians, worked equally long hours.  Was it a fairytale marriage they had, 

not the kind with the well-swept cottage and bread baking in the oven, but a gratified 

symbiosis?   

     As for her own new boyfriend, would he keep her on her toes?  Did he even know 

what piece of music was her favorite?  Could he distinguish her style of playing from any 

one else’s? 
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     “Well, I hope you have a nice lunch.”  She couldn’t think of anything else to say 

without getting too personal. 

     He walked toward his pickup.  It was one of those trucks with a closed back, a cargo 

space with little windows like a Sears Roebuck toolshed.  The driver’s door squeaked 

when he pulled it shut.  He twisted the brim of his hat a little lower on his forehead, 

rolled down the truck window and looked out to make sure nothing was behind him, then 

backed up.  He straightened the wheel, waved at her and drove slowly forward to where 

the parking lot merged with the highway.  She looked at her phone, peered down the 

road, and, not seeing a shuttle bus, scrolled through her calls to find the number of the 

service. 

     “Has your driver forgotten me?” she said.  “I’m catching your noon shuttle.”  She had 

to raise her voice as another transport truck approached, its gruff motor growling.  Behind 

it she saw a shuttle bus.  She turned to pick up her bags and heard skidding wheels and a 

hard metal impact.  The old man’s pickup was spinning toward the ditch on the other side 

of the two-lane road.  She saw it tip and fall on its side.  She ran across the road.  All the 

weight of the pickup rested on the driver’s door.  Looking through the front windshield 

she saw the old man’s head cocked to the left, resting on the dirt where the window glass 

would have been if the window had been up.  The dirt looked hard.  She wanted to put a 

pillow beneath his cheek.  His straw hat lay upside down near his face.  “Did you call 

911?” she yelled to the shuttle driver who had jumped from his bus and was running 

toward her. 

     “Those people did,” he said, jerking his head toward the restaurant, “and the guy in 

the transport truck that hit him.” 
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     “Boost me up so I can open the passenger door,” she said.  He made a stirrup of his 

hands.  She stepped into them and reached up to the door handle horizontal with heaven.  

She pulled hard but couldn’t open it.  

     “Here comes the ambulance,” the shuttle driver said. 

     “I don’t think he’s breathing.” 

     A fire truck and police car pulled up behind the ambulance.  Suddenly men moved on 

all sides of the old man’s truck.  A fireman hooked a huge metal pincer to both sides of 

the roof.  When the vehicle was righted, the young woman ran to the open window.  She 

touched the old man’s face and was surprised by the coolness of his skin and its softness. 

     “Step back,” shouted the ambulance driver. 

     “Quick,” she said. 

     The ambulance technician freed the old man’s body from its seat belt.  He laid him on 

the ground and administered to him.  Two others came with a stretcher and carried him to 

the emergency vehicle.   “Do you know this man?” one asked. 

     “Not well.  But I want to ride with you.  I have something to tell his wife.” 

     “Get in.”   

     She watched the technicians as they worked on the old man.  His marigold skin had 

faded already.   

     At the hospital a nurse came to tell her he had been pronounced dead.  “His wife is on 

the way.  Here’s what she looks like,” the nurse said, offering wallet-worn photos, one of 

a frail pretty woman with fierce blue eyes and another of a younger woman with a face 

like the old man’s, three little girls dressed in Christmas dresses leaning into her.   
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     The young woman walked back and forth across the waiting room.  Every few 

minutes she glanced at the elevator door until it opened on the frail pretty woman.  She 

walked to her and took her hand.  “I spoke with your husband just before the accident,” 

she said.  “I was waiting for a shuttle bus.”   

     “He always liked talking to pretty girls,” the wife said.  “He could spot one a mile 

away.” 

     “How long ago did he spot you?” the young woman asked kindly.  

     “Fifty-one years.  We were nineteen when we married.” 

     “I wanted to tell you how nice your husband was.  How friendly.  He was looking 

forward to having lunch with you.” 

     “We always ate our dinner together in the middle of the day.” 

     “There was something else he said before he got hit by that transport truck.  He said 

what a good cook you were and that the hospital food was no good.  Then he said he’d 

rather die than have to go back to the hospital. 

     The wife looked away for a few minutes, then brought her eyes back to the young 

woman’s face.  “That’s like him.” 

     “What do you mean?” 

     “Tomorrow he would have gone back in to have that cancer cut out.  I think he knew it 

had spread.” 

     The young woman handed the wife the two photos she’d been clutching.  The wife 

took them without looking, knowing the smiles, the creases, the corners dog-eared with 

love.  “I’m not going to tell my daughter what you said.  I’ll just keep it to myself.”  She 

patted the young woman’s hand, then walked toward the nurses’ station. 
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     The young woman found her way back to Melody’s Barbeque Restaurant & Inn.  No 

bags littered the porch.  There was no blue duffle or red satchel or box of musical notes 

topped by a table fan.  The waitress with the waiting list, having come to the end of it, 

leaned out the screened door and said, “I moved your things in here behind the reception 

desk.  That shuttle bus usually comes back this way about now.” 

     The young woman checked her phone and saw it was nearly two.  She remembered 

the schedule and knew another shuttle would run in the late afternoon.  “I think I’ll have 

lunch before I go,” she said.  “Do you have country-fried steak and butter beans on the 

menu?” 

     “Sure do.” 

     “Will you have a glass of tea with me?” 

     “If you’ll play a little of that piano music for us all to hear.” 
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Pocket Watch 

 

     When I was a child Uncle Alan struck me as nothing out of the ordinary.  He was not 

particularly tall, his mustache was trimmed just like my father’s, and though his eyes 

were lashy, they were gray, not baby blue like Dad’s.  One thing about him, however, 

provoked my attention.  It was his watch, kept next to his heart in the same little pocket 

as a sterling case filled with unblemished business cards.  The cards were a product of his 

stationery shop.  The pocket watch was his grandfather’s. 

     Mom told me Uncle Alan had wanted to be a professor.  That was the reason he kept 

so many books in his living room.  He was awarded a scholarship to Dartmouth, up north, 

but just four months after he matriculated, the United States joined World War II, and 

nearly all the boys in Uncle Alan’s class enlisted.  He ended up in France.  It was there he 

fell in love with Jacqueline.  But I did not know that when I was a little girl. 

     I knew only that Uncle Alan ran his fountain pen meticulously over the lines of his 

accounting book as he ran his tortoise shell comb through his hair after he’d removed his 

hat.  In his shop’s showcase he lined up the Crosses, Watermans, Pelikans, and 

Montblancs in perfect order, parting the silver from the black, from the blue.  Boxes of 

stationery were never more than two deep and four high.  He paid the cashier extra to 

come early each morning to polish the glass of the big windows facing the street, and to 

feather-dust. 

     At lunchtime he closed the shop for an hour to go home to Aunt Donna for lunch.  At 

six every evening he stopped by Gran’s, and that’s how I happened to see him every day.  

Dad and I and Mom lived with Gran.  Dad’s fish market made enough for us to get by 
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nicely, but sharing Gran’s house saved us from buying our own, and she liked our 

company.  She’d started out the war with a husband and three boys but was two short 

when it was over.  Both my grandfather and the oldest boy were lost; Grandfather, to a 

heart attack. 

     After school I usually stopped by the fish market to see what special catch was for sale 

that day.  If shrimp were in season, I’d inspect their sharp needles and translucent skins.  I 

knew the little ones tasted sweeter, but I liked the big prawn best.  Flounder looked up 

from their beds of ice with a knowing eye.  Trout were delicate but dense looking, like a 

feather-weight boxer.   

     During February and March shad were in season.  It was easy to remember what time 

of year to look for them because they always appeared in the case around Valentine’s or 

St. Patrick’s Day.  Shad isn’t a pretty fish, but people in Savannah say it’s a delicacy.  

Some like the fillets, some enjoy the roe, and some, like me, don’t eat either.  The sacks 

of eggs look like small gray sausages and taste of a bitterness that must be something like 

a mother’s giving up her son to war. 

     Gran never let a Sunday pass without a trip to the cemetery.  No matter how 

forbidding the weather, she took some ornament to Uncle Charlie’s and Grandfather’s 

graves – holly in the winter, a vaseful of dogwood blooms in early spring, magnolia 

blossoms in May, zinnias in the summer, and copper colored leaves in November.  I 

loved to drive with her to the cemetery, especially in the summer.  Her black Buick was 

always cool from the garage, which was situated at the back of the yard under a pecan 

tree.  Grandfather had planted the tree a year before he built the house.  He’d set the 
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garage at a distance, Gran said, because he was proud of the porch that encircled the 

house and didn’t want to look at a car barn when he sipped gin on the porch. 

     Everything about that pecan tree was nice: the way it reached out its limbs, attracted 

birds, shaded the yard in hot weather, and lost its leaves to let sun through in the winter.    

Everything was nice but the ping of nuts ricocheting off the garage roof in November. 

Many a breezy night I woke to the confrontation of pecans and tin. 

     Every now and then Gran sent me to Uncle Alan’s shop to fetch a note card for a 

condolence, or ink for her pen.  I knew he wouldn’t be glad to see me if I’d been by 

Dad’s first.  He could smell a fish two blocks away.  Gran sent me with a miniature paper 

bag, as a sleeve for the card or receptacle for her ink.  No need wasting Uncle Alan’s 

shopping bags, she said. 

     I was on one of those errands when I noticed, not for the first time, how Uncle Alan 

cradled his watch in his hand.  Through the windows of the shop I saw him looking at it, 

studying it.  When I came in the shop and the bells mounted on the upper door panel 

jingled, he pocketed the watch so quickly I almost didn’t ask what time it was.  But I 

couldn’t help myself. 

     “It’s about four p.m.” Uncle Alan answered.   

     I knew he was wrong because I had just heard the Lutheran church bells ring half past 

the hour.  “Closer to four-thirty, I think.” 

     “Right along in there,” he said.  “Now what can I do for you?” 

     He told me to pick out a card Gran would like.   

     “Something with lilies,” I said.  “Next to roses, lilies are her favorite, but Gran doesn’t 

think roses do well in Savannah.” 
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     “Black spot and humidity.”  Uncle Alan said. 

     “Would lilies be right for a card to a man?” 

     “I think lilies will be perfectly fine as accompaniment to a lady’s condolences to 

whomever.” 

 

     The next time I saw Uncle Alan studying his pocket watch was on a Sunday night 

several months later.  Aunt Donna had cooked chicken and dumplings, Gran’s favorite.  

We all gathered around Gran’s table because it was bigger than Aunt Donna’s.  My 

cousin William, who was Aunt Donna and Uncle Alan’s only child, sat next to me, as 

always.  We’d been best friends until third grade when he told me he hated girls and 

didn’t want me hanging around him.  Though a year had gone by, I still didn’t speak to 

him unless the grownups were nearby.  When dinner was over, I offered to help Mom 

wash the dishes.  

     “You go out on the porch and play with William,” Aunt Donna said.  “I’ll help your 

mother.”  She looked at me kindly.  There was something about her short stout body and 

soft brown eyes that defied contradiction, with sweetness.  Aunt Donna reminded me of a 

lollypop, and who could turn down a lollypop?   

     William was counting stokes as he paddle-balled.  The hard little ball slapped against 

the paddle.  He said, “One hundred and ten” and looked at me to make sure I was 

admiring him.  My attention was on Uncle Alan who was standing under one of the porch 

lights looking at his watch. 

     “Uncle Alan, what time is it?”  I asked. 
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     “Nine-thirty six.  Time for you and William to be getting ready for bed.  Tomorrow is 

a school day.  We’ve got to get home.” 

     After that I didn’t pay much attention to the pocket watch. 

       

     When I was in ninth grade I chose to take French.  There weren’t any Spanish novels I 

wanted to read, but there were plenty of French, including Madame Bovary.  When I told 

Mom my choice, she tried to persuade me to switch to Spanish.   

     “Mary,” she said, “Spanish is spoken in more parts of the world than French.”  

     “French is the language of cooking,” I said.  “And great literature.” 

     “‘Frogs’ is what we called Frenchmen right after the war.” 

     “There’s nothing wrong with frogs.  I’m determined to take French.”  

     “Don’t let your grandmother know,” my mother said and walked off. 

     Later when I asked Mom what Gran had against French she said Uncle Charlie was 

killed by a Frenchman turned Nazi.  Dad had told Mom that Gran wept without ceasing 

for three days when Charlie’s body came home, and after the funeral she declared to 

everyone she knew never to mention French anything in her presence. 

     When Uncle Alan came back to the States after the war, he was alone, and though his 

scholarship to Dartmouth was offered still, he had to go to work.  His older brother was 

dead and his younger, my father, was in high school.  Gran needed Alan to bring home 

the bacon.  He took a job at the Flannerys’ stationery shop.  When Mr. Flannery retired 

six years later, Uncle Alan bought him out, and Mr. Flannery said he was happy to know 

his legacy was in good hands.  Uncle Alan kept the shop till the day he died, age sixty-

three.  He continued to offer the finest paper and best ink in town.  He flew the American 
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flag on a very tall pole outside the shop.  Each evening he lowered the flag, folded it, and 

set it in the shop showcase.  Years later when computers threatened to outdate his wares, 

Uncle Alan’s was the first shop in the historic district to offer computer goods and copy 

services and supplies to the art students who were flocking to Savannah’s new College of 

Art and Design.  But he kept with tradition, too.  He carried Grumbacher paints and 

General’s charcoal and pencils.  Every Fourth of July he contributed to a float and hosted 

a party at the shop.  When I asked him why he didn’t change the name of the shop to 

“Buxton,” our name, he shook his head and said Mr. Flannery would turn over in his 

grave.  

     I took to French and my senior year, was awarded a gold pin by the Alliance Francaise 

for a poem I wrote and for my A+ average.  I wore the pin every Sunday, attached it to 

my dress or sweater, but it was so small nobody noticed it much, so l didn’t feel like I 

was bragging.   

    It was the year I started French that my mother told me Uncle Alan had been in love 

with a woman named Jacqueline when he was a very young man and in the war.  I asked 

her how she knew, and she said Gran had told her years ago but asked her to promise 

never to mention the French woman to Uncle Alan.  “This is the first time I’ve thought 

about it in twenty years,” my mother said.  “Let’s keep it a secret.  It’s not something 

your aunt would want to hear about.” 

     I kept my promise until I was a grown woman.  I never spoke about Uncle Alan’s 

French love; but I often thought of her.  With each romantic French novel I read, I 

substituted the name “Jacqueline” for the name of the heroine.  In my diary I wrote my 

own story of an American soldier and a young French woman.  As I grew older and took 
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a degree in accounting, my interest in French waned, and, eventually, I packed my French 

texts into a box and stored them in the attic.   

     When I was thirty, Uncle Alan died and his son, William, came to my house one night 

a few days after the funeral.  Over a gin and tonic he told me he had found something 

extraordinary in his father’s personal possessions.  “You remember his pocket watch?” he 

asked. 

     “Of course.  I don’t think of Uncle Alan without thinking of him pulling out that 

pocket watch.  He must have been the most punctual man alive.” 

     “He kept a photo of a beautiful woman in that watch,” William said.  “Dark hair.  Full 

lips.  Bedroom eyes.  I’ve never seen her.  She’s not somebody I know.  On the back of 

the photo, in my father’s handwriting, is ‘Jacqueline.’  I haven’t said anything to my 

mother.  I don’t know if I should.” 

     “Have you ever seen your mother look in the watch?” 

     “No.  Never.” 

     “What about during the last few days.  She’s been going through Uncle Alan’s things, 

hasn’t she?” 

    “No.  She couldn’t bear to.” 

     “Where was the watch?” 

     “In a mahogany jewelry case he kept on top of his dresser.  The watch was the only 

thing he kept in the case.  My mother knew that.  But I asked her if she had gone through 

any of Dad’s things and she said, ‘Nothing.’” 

     “I know who the woman is,” I said. 

     “What?” William said. 
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     “I should say I don’t know who she is, but I know about her.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

     “She was someone he knew when he was very young.” 

     “Those few months he was at Dartmouth?” 

     “No.  My mother told me years ago that your dad was in love with a French woman 

during the war.”  

     “What else do you know?” 

     “That’s it.” 

      “How did your mother find out?” 

     “She said Gran spoke about it once but asked Mom not to mention it because nobody 

wanted to hurt your mother’s feelings.” 

     I thought of a woman with dark hair, full lips, and sexy eyes.  Then I thought of Aunt 

Donna, short and stout and bespectacled.  

 

     When I was forty and widowed suddenly, I decided to study French again.  Evenings 

passed sedately in a routine similar to the one I had kept with my husband, a studious 

man fifteen years older than I.  Often after dinner we had read in silence or simply 

continued our day’s work after the meal.  He taught at Armstrong College, and I managed 

my own CPA firm with only one employee.  After my husband’s death, my meal 

preparations were simpler, but I continued to organize at night for the next day’s work.  It 

was December seventh, I remember the day well, that I decided to revive my French.  I 

had eaten supper -- a crisp apple, chunk of cheese, and half a baguette -- at the kitchen 

table and listened to NPR news.  Stories of Pearl Harbor abounded.  When I turned the 
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radio off, I went to the living room and took a French book from behind the sofa.  Earlier 

that day I had met with a long-standing client who surprised me by bringing his twin 

daughters to his afternoon appointment.  When the client and his girls left the meeting, 

they planned to celebrate the twins’ eighteenth birthdays at a restaurant not far from my 

office.  “I wanted you to meet them,” he said, “so you will know who’ll be inheriting the 

money you help me organize.”  He smiled and hugged a daughter to each side.  The girls 

looked a little embarrassed but, at the same time, a tad awed.  They were identical with 

dark wavy hair and very pretty eyes.  After they left, instead of driving straight home, I 

stopped by Flannery’s Stationery Shop, intending to visit a few minutes with William, 

who had assumed management of the shop after Uncle Alan died, and wanting to buy a 

birthday card, belated, for my client’s twin daughters.  I stood on the sidewalk a minute 

and looked through the shop’s big windows.  The flag flew on the pole outside, and, 

inside, the glass cases still held important pens.  The bell jingled when I stepped through 

the door.   

     “Hello, Aunt Mary!” 

     “Joe.  I didn’t expect to find you here.  Have you started working in the shop?” I 

asked.  “Where’s your dad?” 

     “He left early to go to Sally’s basketball game.” 

     “You’re going to close up?  Do you need a ride home?” 

     “No, thanks, I brought my bike.  It’s almost six now.” 

     “I’m looking for a birthday card.  I’ll pick one out fast.” 

     “Take your time.”  
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     Addressing the birthday card later at home, I realized suddenly who the client’s twins 

reminded me of.  It was my imagined Jacqueline.  I found most of my old French text 

books in the attic and a few novels on a shelf behind the sofa in the living room.  I had 

held onto them like a crab onto a fleshy chicken neck.  The novels were scarred and 

musty, not books to show off, so I had placed them on a shelf concealed by the couch.  I 

called my former high school French teacher.  She’d been retired ten years and was 

somewhat reclusive, but I asked if I could pick her up and take her out to lunch.  We went 

to the Tea Room on Broughton Street where we were served little sandwiches and, for 

dessert, scones.  I thought it would be something right up Mrs. Josper’s alley.  She’s 

birdlike and, similar to our state brown trasher, speckled, but with old-age spots.  I 

thought she would pick at her lunch, but she ate it all.  Conversation was difficult.  

Though she has a lot of knowledge, she doesn’t have much to say.  By the time she 

finished her scone and mine, I had the name of a French woman who gives lessons at 

home.  I was on my way. 

     That afternoon I subscribed to Le Monde and ordered several French movies online.  

The next morning I searched airline schedules and found a ticket, with two stopovers, to 

Paris, for under five hundred dollars.  I booked it for May, which gave me five months to 

brush up and plenty of time to arrange for vacation days. 

     Every night I rushed home from work to study and read French.  Once a week I had 

lessons.  I didn’t allow myself to formulate a goal for my trip until I felt fluent again, 

which took about four months.  It was Jacqueline who was on my mind.  William had 

never said anything to Aunt Donna about the photo in the watch.  He had removed it and 

put the watch in the family safe deposit box. 
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     I knew Uncle Alan had been in Paris after D-Day when the city was liberated, but I 

did not know if Paris was Jacqueline’s home.  I wondered if Alan or, more possibly, 

Uncle Charlie had written to Gran or Grandfather about Jacqueline.   

     Mom still lived in Gran’s house.  After Gran died, Dad had tidied up the attic but 

thrown very little away.  He had added new floorboards and a few skylights and built a 

walk-in cedar closet for winter clothes.  The attic had been off-limits when I was a child.  

One bulb on a string had shed dim light on boxes and trunks perched on floorless cross-

boards with yellow insulation bunched between them.  Dad suffered a heart attack and we 

lost him not long after he completed the attic project.   I decided to make it my Saturday 

occupation to scour the attic for war letters. 

     “I don’t know what’s up there,” Mom said.  “You may be searching after something 

that doesn’t exist.” 

     “Can’t hurt to look.”  

     The finished space smelled of cedar and boots.  Boxes were tied with package string 

and labeled in Dad’s hand “Books,” “Kitchen Gear,” “Hunting Equipment,” “Old Tools,” 

“Fishing.”  There was no box labeled “Letters.”  Dad was born in 1929.  Frugality was 

something he learned as a child.  He never got rid of a thing he thought he might have a 

future use for.   

     The third attic Saturday dawned windy and relatively cold for April.  I heard air 

whipping around the eaves of the house and a light rain on the skylights and tin roof.  

Two boxes of books remained tied up.  I scooted the first over to where the light was 

best.  The knotted string was difficult to loosen.  My fingertips were sore from the 

previous Saturday.  I wanted to leave everything as I found it.  Snipping the string was 
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not an option.  I don’t know why I conducted my search with a worshiper’s devotion.  

The attic certainly was no shrine.  Finally the knots were undone.  I lifted the box off the 

floor and kept it raised with my foot as I unlooped the string that Dad had wound four 

times around it.  Even before I opened the flaps, I knew the box contained letters.  As I 

worked with the string, the letters shuffled around inside the box like voices whispering.  

     When I folded back the box flaps, two letters, bound with a deteriorated rubber band, 

slid to the side of the box.  I picked them up and fingered the tissue-thin envelopes 

marked PAR AVION.  They were addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Edward Buxton.   

     Alan began by telling his parents about the liberation of Paris on August 25, 1944.  He 

described the city, the early morning sunshine, some sniper shots, the jubilation of the 

French people.  His sentences were short, his descriptions brief until he came to his 

meeting with Jacqueline.  “The bells of Notre Dame began to ring as we marched through 

the streets, Parisians pouring out of the buildings, running to us with open arms and 

embracing us.  Someone tapped me on the shoulder, and I turned to see a most beautiful 

woman, dressed in a nurse’s uniform.  She took my face in her hands and spoke to me in 

French and then English saying, ‘Thank you, thank you!’  Later I saw her again and then 

later again, as if I were destined to know her.  In just a day’s time I have come to think 

she’s the most remarkable woman I’ve ever met, and she has invited me to meet her 

family who live in Neuilly-Plaisance, a community on the outskirts of Paris.  Her father is 

an engineer, and she has five siblings.  I must close now but will write again soon.” 

   The second letter from Paris was dated five days later.  Alan spoke of Charlie’s death 

and wrote, “Yes, I did receive your telegram, Mother.  I know how you must be grieving 

for Charlie.  Of course you despise all things French.  I will respect your wishes and not 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neuilly-Plaisance
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mention the word again.  I am longing to see you and Father.  The weather here is not too 

hot and certainly not as humid as at home.  I am on leave today.  I walked along the Seine 

and went into Notre Dame, where I prayed for Charlie’s soul.  I don’t know why it had to 

be Charlie who took the lunatic’s bullet.  For two years he survived warfare.  Then he 

was murdered in a liberated city.” 

     The remaining letters in the box were correspondence between my grandfather and his 

cousins, a collection of tax papers, and articles clipped from journals.  At the bottom of 

the box were several books on finance.  The final box marked “Books” contained no 

letters. 

 

    Four weeks before my departure I wrote to the mayor and to the priest in Neuilly-

Plaisance.  I explained that I was searching for a woman whose first name was 

Jacqueline, whose family had lived in Neuilly-Plaisance in August of 1944.  I gave 

Jacqueline’s approximate age and told that she had been a nurse during the war.  Her 

father was an engineer, and she had five siblings. 

     Until the day before the start of my trip, I had no response to my letters.  On May first 

I came home from work and saw at the top of the splash of mail sunlit on the floor near 

the mail slot, a tissue-thin envelope with a corner marked PAR AVION.  In simple French 

Father Bernard told me of a Jacqueline Lagarde who had grown up in the village and 

served as a nurse in the war.  A year after the war’s end she entered St. Vincent’s 

community as a Sister of Charity, a nurse to the poor and sick.  In 1950 Jacqueline died 

of tuberculosis.  Jacqueline was younger by at least ten years than all her siblings.  None 

of the five was still alive. 
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     Rain clouded my first impressions of Paris.  A fine spring drizzle washed the buildings 

in gray.  Because the trip had been long, I was not energetic enough to explore the city 

streets and decided to spend my first French afternoon at the Musee d’Orsay.  The lovely 

former train station dazzled me.  The high ceilings, the marble, the glass made me feel as 

if I were a guest in a ballroom, waltzing from painting to painting.  I studied Renoir’s  

Girls at a Piano and Bazille’s Reunion de Famille.  In garden scenes I saw families 

gathered for a meal and wondered if Uncle Alan had sat in a garden with Jacqueline’s 

family.  I looked at the beautiful face of Carolus-Duran’s The Lady with the Glove and 

saw something of Jacqueline’s features.  I came to a Bazille painting of an injured soldier 

in a field hospital and allowed him to represent the wounded soldiers nursed by 

Jacqueline.  The final work I considered was Bouguereau’s Compassion. Had Jacqueline 

embraced Christ as passionately as the grieving man at the cross?  As I walked back to 

my hotel I knew I must go the next morning to seek out Father Bernard.  I hoped I would 

find him and that he would agree to speak with me. 

     By sunrise the rain had been pushed aside by a steady breeze.  The sky would turn 

blue, I was sure.  I gulped my coffee and stood up from the hotel breakfast table before I 

had finished chewing my croissant.  With directions to Neuilly-Plaisance in my pocket I 

made my way to the underground.  I would go the first part of the ten miles by subway 

and then hire a cab.   

     As I approached the church door, it opened.  Several women my age and older exited.  

One or two looked at me as if I were tardy.  I entered the church and paused for a 
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moment to allow my eyes to adjust to dim light.  A priest stood near the altar.  I 

approached him on tiptoe and held out my hand.  “Father Bernard?” I asked. 

     He nodded.  “You have come to see Jacqueline’s grave,” he said. 

     “Is she buried here?” I asked in French. 

     We left the church and stood near the cemetery.  “Is there anything else you can tell 

me about Jacqueline?” I asked.   

     “I never knew her,” he said.  “She died before I was born.  But I knew her sisters.  

They spoke little of her but always said, ‘She was the dearest of women.’  Now I must 

go; I cannot tell you more, but you may look at her grave if you wish.  It is there to the 

right.”  He gestured, bowed slightly, and turned away. 

     Sunshine sparkled on wet leaves of bushes hedging the cemetery.  My shoes slid on 

the gravel path.  I walked slowly and stopped to read each plaque that marked a grave.  I 

wondered if other Sisters of Charity were buried nearby.  Would a vow of poverty allow 

for an individual gravesite?  Jacqueline had not lived long enough to profess vows.  Five 

years of service are required before a Sister of Charity may take the vows of poverty, 

chastity, obedience, and service to the poor.  I had read as much about St. Vincent and the 

Sisters of Charity as I could access online between flights.  A woman is assessed for three 

months, and if she is approved, she is admitted to a seminary for six months of training.  

At the end of the six months she is given her habit.  Jacqueline could not have served 

more than three or four years before her death.   

     I came to the end of the path and to a plot with many markers.  Beyond the plot was a 

fence and the boundary of the cemetery.  I stood on the path and faced the midpoint of 

the plot in order to survey the markers.  Most had the Lagarde name; I did not 
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immediately see Jacqueline’s but decided systematically to read each stone beginning 

with those in the most prominent position, the area right of where I stood, which touched 

on the rest of the cemetery.  The oldest markers were engraved with death dates of 1840 

and 1853.  The next generation of Lagardes had enjoyed longer lifespans; Alaine Lagarde 

had lived until 1888, and Celestia Lagarde, to 1890.  The couple who must have been 

Jacqueline’s paternal grandparents died in 1929 and 1930.  Her father lived until 1960, 

and her mother, until 1972.  There were graves for Jacqueline’s older siblings and 

spouses.  The oldest had lived to be eighty.   

     Finally, and rather reluctantly, I looked at the stone nearest the fence.  It was smooth 

and unadorned.  The engraved words were in block letters which stated simply, “Une 

religieuse dont la joie était le service aux pauvres et aux malades” – “a sister whose joy 

was service to the poor and the sick.”  I stood staring at the stone lit by bright sunshine 

and the warmth of May.  In 1950 Jacqueline could not have been older than twenty-five 

or twenty-six.  Had she kept a photo of Uncle Alan?   

    I was turning to go when I noticed one more marker placed directly beside the one that 

I knew to be Jacqueline’s.  The sun had risen a little higher and the marker, which had 

been in the shadow of an overhanging branch, now glistened like Jacqueline’s.  I stepped 

off the path and nearer the stone.  Engraved in script was a name and one date:  “Alan 

Buxton Lagarde,” I read.  “Born and deceased May 1, 1945.”  

 

     There have been times since that morning in Neuilly-Plaisance when I have wondered 

if the secret I hold is too heavy to conceal.  My twenty-five years of accounting and 

keeping discrete numbers did not train me for hiding matters of passion.  As an 
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accountant I sometimes read into balance sheets reasons for success or failure.  Sloth and 

speculation have led some of my clients to collapse or to disappointment.  Others seem to 

succeed without effort.  Some are financially stable but emotionally quite insecure.  

Balance is keeping weights evenly distributed, I think.   

     I continue to balance my desire to reveal to William a true and affecting history, and 

this, against my belief that Uncle Alan must remain the image we saw him to be and that 

he, perhaps, became.  Each time I ponder whether Uncle Alan knew of his infant son, I 

think of Jacqueline’s photo in his pocket watch.  She was frozen in time for him.  I don’t 

think his knowledge of her included any moments beyond his days with her in France.  

But I do believe her photo weighed a lot. 
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Through Hobson’s Glass Darkly 

 

     Rosemary walks by Hobson’s hair salon twice.  She sees only his back as he sits in his 

hydraulic chair, leaning a little, facing the mirrors too recessed from the windows for her 

to catch his reflection.  She waves hopefully.  Passing the salon again after buying tea, 

she glances in the window a second time but does not wave, out of courtesy to Hobson.  

He is still sitting in the chair, no client in the salon, and the lights are off.   

     A chill pricks Rosemary’s forehead.  She takes her folded cap and yellow mittens 

from a jacket pocket.  This is Savannah’s coldest January on record.  Frost seems to 

splinter Rosemary’s windshield each morning, and on the streets she sees gray surprising 

mirrors of ice.  Early today before driving to Charles Ellis, where she teaches, she has 

stood several minutes looking into and through the slick silver surface of a puddle near 

her car, seeing herself in the top layer and, below, patterns of late fallen leaves and 

concrete cracked.   

     Yellow mittens were not an easy find.  She looked online for hours and, finally, at K-

Mart in the children’s section, discovered a pair, stretchable, fuzzy, the color of summer 

sunshine.  In graduate school in Boston she collected mittens in primary colors but never 

found a yellow pair.  Now she pulls them on, holding the little tea package in her teeth.  It 

is funny how even businessmen in dark suits smile when they pass her on sidewalks.  

Drunks sitting in spots of sunshine on park benches will look up to see two flashes of 

brightness coming toward them as she moves by, hands swinging to the rhythm of her 

thoughts. 



 112 

     Rosemary has known Hobson little more than a season.  He has cut her hair only once, 

in the early fall, before he closed the salon after Halloween and reopened in January to a 

meager clientele.  Though he expected a full compliment of women and men to return, 

word gets around, and, despite years of honest attention to his clients’ needs, Hobson is 

idle. 

     It was her downstairs neighbor, a pretty woman with mousy hair trained flamboyant, 

who recommended Hobson to Rosemary.  New to town, recently certified in the 

Montessori method and eager to re-start life after a failed five-year relationship with her 

college boyfriend, Rosemary accepted all suggestions.  The neighbor’s list of favorite 

places in the historic district included a dress shop on Broughton Street with two-

hundred-dollar yoga pants, a coffee shop with European chocolates, and a take-out with 

sea urchin sushi.  Rosemary suspected Hobson also might be pricey and would have X-ed 

him off the list, but his salon was on her walking route.  She had passed it at least twenty 

times her first week in town, those school-free August mornings when her only 

commitment was to part-time tutoring.  She would study storefronts -- the one advertising 

ghost tours, the yogurt place, the coffee shop with strange art -- on her way to River 

Street where she watched tug boats nudging monstrous container ships toward port like 

stinging horseflies prodding cows.  Usually, so early in the morning when she walked by, 

no one was in Hobson’s salon, but one day, as she was coming near, she saw a man 

standing at the door hugging a cluster of yellow roses, fumbling with a key.   

     “Can I help?” she said, stopping mid-step to pick up a fallen flower. 

     “How nice!” he said.  She turned the key, pushed the door open, and held it, flattening 

her body against the cool glass to make room for the man and his roses to pass.  He stood 
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the yellow roses in a white porcelain container full of scissors and combs and walked 

back to the door to retrieve the fallen flower from Rosemary. Tall and lean with thick 

gray hair, he wore a blue fine cotton shirt. Rosemary thought he must be a client, not the 

stylist.  

     “I’d love to do your hair,” he said looking her up and down from forehead to 

shoulders, allowing his eyes to cascade with the tumble of her ginger-colored hair.   

     “I’ve heard about you,” Rosemary said.  “I’ll come back one Saturday when I have 

more time.”  She smiled, let the door shut behind her, and continued to the river.  She 

always cut her own hair, parting it in the middle, running the comb all the way down the 

back of her head as her mother had done before she braided it.  All she need do was 

stretch the ends between two fingers and snip.  Even later, after she became friends with 

Hobson, she was certain anyone could trim her hair.  It was so full and wavy no 

irregularities would show.  She could imagine entrusting the job to one of her third-

graders, someone like Catherine, whose recent poster of construction-paper books neatly 

cut and glued into stacks and rows was chosen by the school librarian as a display for 

Book Week. 

      At a neighborhood cookout in early September, Rosemary met a banker who asked 

her to a formal dinner.  It was black-tie, he said, a fundraiser for the Telfair Museum with 

a quartet and cocktails followed by seated dinner and dancing.  In Rosemary’s closet 

hung a pink floral dress left over from a friend’s Boston wedding.  It was summery, but 

she would wear it.  She liked her shoes.  She stopped in at Hobson’s the morning of the 

party.  Before she was in the door, he said, “The flower girl.” 
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     The shampoo and trim were accomplished in fifteen minutes, but Hobson took his 

time creating a formal twist, his adroit fingers moving gracefully through strands of 

Rosemary’s hair.  Just returned from a few days in New York, he critiqued for her Jez 

Butterworth’s “Jerusalem,” and the character Johnny Byron.  “He ironically represents 

England’s rural pastures and William Blake’s ‘green and pleasant land,’” Hobson said.  

“He’s not exactly the country guy raising sheep and tending a plot of vegetables.  But 

he’s grabbing for life and independence.  He wants to make a myth of himself, which 

makes me think of the last show I saw at the Metropolitan Museum, ‘Alexander 

McQueen, Savage Beauty.’”  

     Hobson circled around with these ideas, quoting lines from the play and pulling from 

McQueen’s fashions environmental and social statements, as he himself moved from one 

side of Rosemary’s face to the other, studying the way light fell on twisted strands of her 

hair.  Here were the imaginative depths Rosemary had longed to fall into with Thomas.  

But Thomas had liked skating on the surface; he glided handsomely but never cut his 

blade too deep.  Hobson held little in reserve; he put artifice on display, named it creative 

ingenuity, enjoyed it, and held a mirror up to it.  “Truth,” he later told Rosemary, “is 

down deep under the mirror.  It doesn’t spin out at us like twirling patterns in McQueen’s 

fashions.  We can recognize it in repose.” 

     That morning after Hobson sculpted the formal twist, he handed Rosemary a silver 

mirror and spun her chair as she looked at her hair, only an inch shorter but looped and 

turned into taffy-like ribbons pinned into an elegant mass of black-tie finesse.  She 

looked at Hobson’s reflection and nodded and noticed behind him, in the mirror, the 

reflected window of the salon, the sidewalk beyond, and an old man walking beside an 
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old woman wearing a dress patterned with huge falling leaves that fluttered as she 

walked.   

     Before Rosemary left, a middle-aged woman with long blond hair came into the salon.  

Her lipstick was very red and her cropped workout pants and top coordinated two blues.  

She stopped just inside the glass door.  “I do want to keep it blond,” she said. 

     “Then I can’t help you,” said Hobson. 

     “Look, Hobson, you don’t know everything,” she said. 

     Hobson said nothing. 

     “You won’t highlight my hair?” 

     “Let it go natural.  It would suit your coloring.” 

     “I’ll have to find a new stylist.” 

      Hobson nodded.  The woman left. 

     “It does look bleached,” Rosemary said. 

     “She’s been doing it herself.  I told her months ago it looked too harsh.  It’s her 

choice.” 

     Over the next two months Rosemary saw Hobson turn away another two clients.  One 

shouted at him, “It’s always got to be your way.” 

     “There are lots of stylists in town,” he said, levelly.  

 

     Rosemary asked her downstairs neighbor how long Hobson had been styling her hair. 

     “Ever since he came to town.  Three years.” 

     “Do you know lots of people who go to him?” 

     “Lots.” 



 116 

     “He turns some away.  If they don’t like his ideas about their hair.” 

     “He’s old enough to have fixed opinions.” 

     “How old is he?” 

     “No telling.  Much older than he looks.” 

      

     Though Rosemary only allowed herself that one haircut in September, she began 

stopping by the salon late in the afternoons after school.  The first visit, she bought 

shampoo, and the second, conditioner.  On the latter occasion, Hobson suggested she buy 

a gel. When she got home she was sorry she had wasted her money because she didn’t 

like the smell of the gel or the inflexibility it gave her hair.  She returned the purchase the 

next day and Hobson said, “I knew you wouldn’t use it.  It’s too bad, because it would 

give your hair a special structure for dressy occasions.  But, of course, you and I both 

know your hair needs nothing.”  So on afternoons when she didn’t meet a friend for 

coffee or have school meetings, she drove home from Charles Ellis, parked her car at her 

apartment, and walked through the park and toward the river.  Hobson would see her 

passing and beckon her in.  She brought him espresso one day, and sunflowers another.   

     “Don’t spend your money on these things, Rosemary,” he said.  “I’d rather you save it 

so I can do your hair another time.”  They both laughed. 

      There was always someone in the salon, but rarely more than two people.  Usually 

one sat on the sparse leather sofa waiting, and one, in the chair at the back.  From the 

sofa, the conversation at the chair was difficult to hear.  The first day Hobson motioned 

her in, Rosemary lingered at the front reading labels on shampoo bottles.   
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     “Come back here and talk,” he said.  His last client usually left at six.  Rosemary 

stayed a little longer while Hobson cleaned up.   

      After a conversation one afternoon about Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations and another 

about Nureyev’s comment that he danced with Fonteyn as one body, one soul, Rosemary 

asked Hobson,  “Why hair?  Why not art or music?” 

     “Because I can’t paint, and I’m bungle-fingered on the piano.  Besides, those are 

lonely endeavors.”   

     Hobson never revealed where he came from.  Rosemary suspected he had a 

background in theatre.  First she hinted at the possibility, and after she had known him for 

several weeks, she asked him directly.  “I would have been a flop,” he said.  She learned 

Hobson worked in the present tense.  His past was something she would have to imagine.  

She saw him as Lear in Cordelia’s arms or as Prospero artfully managing life.  He made 

her privy to his conversation with the last client of the day.  When it was an older woman, 

that woman would sometimes look disappointed when Rosemary was beckoned to the 

back, but after a while, Rosemary became a natural component of the salon.  She got to 

know the two elderly women who came together on Thursdays and the men who stopped 

in after work.  She heard stories of disappointed love, ball games, and travel tales.  But it 

was the middle-aged and older women Hobson seemed to care about.  Rosemary had the 

idea he was trying to wake them up, shake them out of a complacence or even chide a 

few about their follies, like Barbara about her affair. 

      

     On Halloween Hobson hosted a party at the salon.  Rosemary knew her costume was 

lame, a black leotard, construction paper ears taped to a pink plastic hair band, and a rope 
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tail.  There was a Madonna, Holly Golightly, Barbara as Cleopatra, an unglamorous 

ghost, a few men in gruesome masks, and one who wore clown shoes and a 

wide grin lip-sticked from cheek to cheek.  Hobson had been the most imaginative.  His 

lean frame extended to round silver handles way above his head and came to a scissors’ 

point at his feet.  With each step he took, a recorder hooked to his ankle was activated so 

that a snipping sound accompanied his steps.  Everybody drank too much and went home 

sloshed. 

     Rosemary stopped in the next afternoon late.  Hobson stood at the rear of the shop, 

legs spread, looking at the back of a man’s head, scissors moving quickly in little sniffing 

sounds.  He took a step back and looked at his work, then glanced in the mirror at 

Rosemary’s reflection. 

     “Come on back,” he said.  “This is Clark.” 

     “You probably know my soon-to-be ex.  Barbara,” said Clark. 

     “Cleopatra,” Hobson said. 

     “Yes,” said Rosemary, remembering the way the night before Barbara had stood apart 

from the cluster of people ringed around the card-table bar and sipped her wine, resting 

one shoulder against the wall of mirror while she looked out of half-closed eyes.  Her 

dark hair was more than chin-length, but Hobson had pinned it to appear bobbed and 

somehow created Cleopatra bangs.  Rosemary didn’t like Barbara.  Hobson spent much 

of the party talking with her.  Rosemary had liked the clown.  He owned the coffee shop 

next to the salon.  His wife was home overseeing a sleepover for their six-year-old. He 

recounted every detail of the little girls’ costumes.  Rosemary said he must have a good 

eye for color.  He said he painted on-the-side.   
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     “I wish the coffee shop was the side-business, but I wouldn’t be doing very well if I 

didn’t open at seven and stay till late.  I paint on Sundays and Mondays.”  He grinned a 

forlorn clown smile.  Rosemary remembered a tattoo-like painting she’d seen over the 

espresso machine.  The clown left before anyone else, tripping over his shoes as he went 

out the door.  

     “My wife’s left me,” Clark said.  “It was Hobson who told me she was having an 

affair.”  He looked at Hobson in the mirror.  “I like the truth.  No problem there.  Too bad 

I still love her.”  Rosemary wanted to ask why, but didn’t. 

     “She’s coming in tomorrow,” Hobson said. 

     “Put in a good word for me,” said Clark. 

     Rosemary left, not wanting to meddle, and decided to skip a visit the next afternoon.  

Knowing she wouldn’t stop by Hobson’s, she asked Angela, the only other young 

Montessori teacher, to meet her for coffee.  After school she walked through Forsyth Park 

and a few miles down Bull Street to a bakery not far from Angela’s house.  She was 

early, and the November sun, warm, so Rosemary stood outside the bakery looking in at 

clusters of people sitting together at the medley of tables and mismatched chairs.  Some 

were not much younger than she, art students, two sitting silently, one looking into her 

coffee mug and the other texting.  A freckled woman with an erect posture sat at a tiled 

table with two little girls and a sleeping baby.  She divided a cupcake fastidiously.  One 

of the little girls leaned over her mother’s hands; the other held out an empty napkin. 

     Turning from the window, Rosemary saw Angela still a few blocks away walking 

toward the bakery and quickly made a mental list of topics they might discuss:  their 

pupils, the Montessori program, Angela’s boyfriend.  At Hobson’s tomorrow she wanted 
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to ask his opinion of Nureyev’s and Fonteyn’s performances of Romeo and Juliet.  The 

DVD she had bought online of the 1966 production had come with today’s mail; she had 

seen the package earlier, when she dropped her school things just inside her front door.  

Tonight she would watch it and relive the rapture she had felt in college when her ballet 

group sat spellbound on the wooden studio floor, eyes lifted to a small screen their 

instructor had propped on the seats of two chairs near the only electric plug in the room.  

Nureyev’s dance with the seemingly dead Juliet was an exquisite mixture of ardor and 

anguish.  Rosemary was not sure she could bear to watch it alone.  But she could not 

watch it with someone, either.  Who could she show her tears to?  Thomas would have 

laughed and called her Miss Melancholy.  She could watch it with Hobson, but should 

she first see it alone? 

     “What a day!  Sorry I’m late,” Angela said.  “That awful woman, Robby’s mother, 

insisted on telling me every detail of Robby’s bug, from the vomit to the diarrhea.  Let’s 

get some coffee.” 

 

     The next afternoon Rosemary hurried to Hobson’s with the DVD.  Her laptop bumped 

against her hip as she walked.  She was so thrilled by Nureyev’s performance in the tomb 

scene she wanted to watch it immediately with Hobson.  Perhaps he already knew it.  She 

had just entered the salon, set her laptop on the floor, and stood holding the DVD to her 

chest, when the door swung open behind her and Barbara strode in.  Not waiting for the 

previous client to finish writing her check and proprietorally tossing her purse onto the 

leather sofa next to the elderly women who came together on Thursdays, Barbara 

advanced toward Hobson with her finger pointing, and screamed, “How dare you!”   
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     Hobson looked at her with steady eyes. 

     “I said, ‘How dare you!’” 

     “I heard you.” 

     “Who do you think you are? Telling my secrets to Clark!  It’s none of your damn 

business who I have sex with.” 

     “If you didn’t want me to make it my business, why did you tell me?” Hobson calmly 

said. 

     “You bastard” she screamed.  “Clark’s too stupid to see anything.  He’s never wanted 

to know what I do!  All he does is work and come home for supper!” 

     Hobson said nothing.  Both he and Barbara were reflected in the mirror.  

     Barbara came another step closer to Hobson and stamped her foot so hard light bulbs 

rattled in the ceiling.  She picked up his porcelain container of scissors and combs and 

threw it at the mirror.  

     “God damn you!” she shouted, her hand still floating in front of her, her body twisted 

at the waist with the effort of pitching the porcelain container.  She righted herself and 

swung again, making contact with Hobson’s face. 

     His hand came up from the back of the chair where it had rested.  It slapped her back, 

full in the lips.  She screamed and stepped up close to the cracked mirror.  A tiny drop of 

blood appeared on her lower lip.  She ran to the sofa, grabbed her purse, and shouldered 

her way out the door. 

     Hobson called the next client to his chair, but she and her elderly friend were already 

gathering their purses, not taking time to put the magazines in order.  “I’ve never seen 

such a scene,” one said.  “We’ll just have to be on our way.” 
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     Rosemary lingered, but a mask had dropped over Hobson’s face.  She told him about 

the ballet, suggested they watch it. 

     “No,” he said. 

     “I’ll leave it with you a couple of days,” said Rosemary. 

     “No.” 

     “Let’s go for a drink or a cup of coffee.” 

     “No.” He turned toward the mirror and bent to collect his scattered scissors and 

combs. 

    Rosemary looked at his reflection in the broken glass.  “Hobson,” she said, “Let’s talk 

about it.  Or let’s talk about music, ballet?  The Romeo and Juliet piece is exquisite.  The 

pas de deux in front of Juliet’s balcony is lovely.” 

     “No,” he said.  “Sometimes I think there is nothing lovely on this earth.” 

     “I’ll come back tomorrow.” 

     Hobson didn’t answer.  At home she realized she didn’t have his phone number, didn’t 

know his address; he didn’t have a computer.” 

     The next afternoon, a bright November day, Rosemary got to the salon as quickly as 

she could.  When she looked in the window, she saw empty space.  The sofa, the chair, 

magazine tables, and two lamps were gone.  Only the shattered mirror and its fallen 

pieces remained. 

     The downstairs neighbor came to Rosemary wanting to know what had happened, 

what she had seen.  Nobody could believe Hobson had slapped a woman, slapped 

Barbara.  Rosemary explained, tried to make her see, but the neighbor had already talked 

with other clients who all had decided Hobson was provoked, but that was no excuse.  
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“He’s simply too old to handle so much stress,” the neighbor said.  “It’s better he’s closed 

the salon.” 

 

     When Hobson reopened two months later, on the third of January, he came back to the 

same location.  A few clients made appointments.  Most of the young ones thought he 

should be able to fight back if a bitch came at him like a rabid dog.  But Hobson wasn’t 

the same.  That first week he didn’t say more than a word or two to his clients, cut too 

much hair or too little, over-bleached one client, and colored another’s hair an odd orange 

shade.   

     Rosemary went by every day that week and the next.  She asked for his phone 

number, suggested they have dinner.  Hobson just shook his head.  “I’ll be back 

tomorrow,” she said each afternoon.  When she got there Friday, the door was locked.  

She tapped on the window, first with her mittened hand and then with a key, but Hobson 

didn’t seem to see her.  Saturday morning early she walked by twice and saw him in his 

chair.  She wanted to comfort him, rejuvenate him, wipe the smudge off the mirror of his 

imagination.  It wasn’t until several hours later she learned he was dead. 

 

    Rosemary reads the obituary in the Savannah newspaper.  She regrets its brevity and 

lack of detail.  She did the best she could.  When the downstairs neighbor knocked on her 

door Saturday afternoon and said Hobson was dead, she ran to the salon but found the 

door, which the police had broken open, already boarded up.  She looked through the 

window and saw only Hobson’s empty chair.  At the coffee shop next door the owner 

told her he had stood at Hobson’s window at noon knocking and calling and had gotten 



 124 

no response at all.  He had watched Hobson for twenty minutes and seen no movement 

and felt sure there was no rising or falling of his chest.  The police had come 

immediately.  

     No one was willing to write an obituary.  No one but Rosemary knew Hobson’s full 

name.  At the police station, she requested access to any personal information found in 

his apartment but was told there was none.  He had been in the apartment only since the 

first of January.  Besides a few starched fine blue shirts and a pair of gray trousers, the 

only things Hobson left behind were dozens of books and art magazines.  The woman on 

duty at the police station allowed Rosemary to look through Hobson’s appointment book.  

It was not the old leather-bound one she knew from last fall, but a new black vinyl book.  

Most pages were blank.  A few names were jotted in pencil, first names only, with no 

telephone numbers.  Rosemary knew the surnames of the two elderly women who had 

always come together for their appointments on Thursdays, but neither had come back to 

Hobson after he reopened. 

 

     Rosemary reads the obituary again.  Other than his full name and place of business 

there was little she could write for the public to read.   

    From a kitchen drawer that holds three outdated journals, Rosemary pulls her old 

address book.  She turns each page, reading the names, phone numbers, and addresses of 

childhood and college friends.  When she comes to Z, she starts again at the beginning 

and systematically records new names and numbers from her cell phone.  When she 

comes to Angela’s number, she calls her and invites her and her boyfriend to her 

apartment for dinner on Friday. 
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Casting Nets 

 

     Penelope casts the shrimp net, releasing the edge she holds in her teeth almost 

simultaneously with the edge she holds in her fingertips.  The net floats for a moment like 

a lace doily breeze-lifted off a dining room table and comes down in a perfect circle on 

the dark surface of the water.  It lies there a moment until, pregnant with salty creek, it 

sinks four feet to the bottom.  Penelope hums Widespread’s “Second Skin.”  She stands 

barefoot in the bow, one foot slightly forward and an arm extended in front of her with 

the net’s line looped around her wrist.  She waits a few beats before rhythmically tugging 

at the line, pulling it in, causing the intricate laces of the net to tuck themselves into a 

pucker.  When it reaches the surface, she lifts the net into the bateau and fans its edges 

until all the caught shrimp fall to the bottom of the boat. 

     Earlier she had noticed a red jeep at the marina and glanced back once to see if it had a 

front bumper dent or that bullet hole in the windshield.  She was sure she saw no dent.  

The jeep looked like a newer model than Michael’s.  She walked past the bait shop and 

onto the dock, uncleated her boat, pulled the engine cord, and slipped away from the 

marina into the brilliant early morning light.  Before she got out of the river and into the 

shallow creek, she had thrown out the anchor, shed her shorts and top, and slipped naked 

into the cool water.  Although it was late September, the air was hot, so hot that shrimp 

were running poorly.  Deftly she had shimmied back into the bateau and made ready to 

catch shrimp. 
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     Michael comes out of the bait shop with a mug of coffee in one hand and a bag of 

pretzels in the other.  Bill holds the door with his back.  “Sure I can’t sell you some bait, 

or what about a lure?” 

     “Didn’t bring my rod,” Michael says. 

     “Haven’t seen Penelope today.  You see her bike out there?” Bill asks. 

     “No.” 

     “Still think you ought to move back.” 

     “Can’t do it, Bill.  Thanks for the coffee.” 

     “Enjoy that hearty breakfast.”  

     “I’ll chow down while I take a look at what kind of fancy boats you got here.” 

     “You ought to pass through more often.  Or better yet, come back to stay.” 

     Michael shakes his head, and Bill lets the screen door go and gets back to stocking 

lures and floats, sinkers and hooks. 

     Just after sunrise Michael had parked at the marina and walked the mile to Penelope’s.  

He had seen a light in the kitchen and stood very still at the spot where the road meets the 

sand-hard path to her door. The sun was behind him but not high enough yet to throw his 

shadow.  Her wooden cottage, or shack, stood too far from the road to offer him a view 

through the window.  He didn’t want to feel like a peeping Tom, anyway.  He could 

picture her in the Widespread faded blue t-shirt with a ragged hole in the left armpit that 

revealed her beautiful breast.  Or she’d be walking back and forth from the sink to the 

stovetop with her box of tea leaves and boiling water, wearing nothing but baggy boxers, 

her rusty hair in a loose braid knobby between her shoulder blades or falling forward 

threateningly close to the gas burner, her back arched in that ballerina stance she had.  
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     Michael walks from the main dock down the ramp to the long floating dock where 

boats are tied, shakes off his flip-flops, tosses the pretzel bag onto the dock beside his 

shoes, sits down on rough wooden boards and tests the water with his toe, staring out at 

the salty river.  His coffee is still hot, and steam rises from the dock’s dewy wood as the 

sun creeps a little higher in the sky. 

  

     

     Penelope casts five or six more times but brings in only about a pint of shrimp.  If a 

little autumn doesn’t get into the air, the shrimp season will be a long time coming.  Bill 

pays well for bait shrimp, and his wife, Marilyn, is Penelope’s best vegetable and cut-

flower customer, advertising Penelope’s produce on her menu and keeping a list of 

people who want to buy direct.  That, and weekend guitar gigs at fancy restaurants keep 

Penelope on time with her rent and leave her enough to put away for a trip to someplace 

cool.  

 

      

     Michael stands up and slides his feet into his flip-flops. Five months ago at the bar 

there at the end of Bluff Drive he started losing Penelope.  It was a scene they had 

dragged out too many times over their year-long relationship.  She would sit on the stool 

farthest from the door where she could see every guy who walked in like she was the 

damn greeter.  Regulars could tell she wasn’t flirting, but anybody new couldn’t keep his 

eyes off her and before long would wander over to the bar and anchor himself behind her, 

close, faking a need for another beer.  Michael always had a fish story to hear or got into 



 128 

Seamus Heaney’s poetry with Jimmy the bartender, a guy working online toward a 

degree in Irish literature.  The final night was an April Friday, and Michael was tired 

from hauling plants around the nursery.  His landscape-architect status came in handy 

only about once a week when he got paid for a consultation.  Rarely did those meetings 

lead to full-scale garden designs.  Most people on Isle of Hope just wanted advice and 

used it to do some digging and planting themselves.  Occasionally, he’d get a job 

downtown in Savannah’s historic district, but those gardens were small and already 

defined, mostly courtyards.  He could have proposed new beds and rearranged brick 

walkways, but usually he knew the only improvement the space needed was a wall 

fountain for some splashy sound and one, or two, if symmetry were a factor, accent 

shrubs, something like a dark green cleyera nicely shaped into a cone, or two spiky 

hollies.  

 

        

     Penelope wants enough shrimp to sell to Bill and enough for dinner.  She takes one of 

her long oars and poles the bateau backwards out of the creek, moving with the current.  

In the deeper water she starts the motor and aims for the next indentation in the marsh.  

Oysters show in the mud.  The tide is sucking water hard out of this second creek.  She 

will cast just a few times and see what she gets.  That jeep flares up again in her mind.  

She decides to forget it.  Michael ought to be set up now in Tampa in a fancy office with 

a big drawing board and lots of colorful pens and mechanical pencils, getting paid to 

make some sort of order out of other people’s property.  Order and gardens.  Penelope 

likes things to grow just as they will.  She plants enough watermelon, tomatoes, beans, 
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and, in the fall, lettuces, anything she likes, to share some with the silly rabbits.  If 

hornworms get a few of the tomato plants, it doesn’t matter; she plants a few extra.  

Weeding isn’t a bad thing.  A sprinkler, if things get too dry, and a hoe are all she needs.  

Way behind the house is a wall of azaleas, some individual camellias, tree-sized, planted 

by the old man next door whose father first owned the property.   But that wall of azaleas 

irritates Penelope.  Before Michael came along, they were twenty-foot-tall spindly 

bushes, airy-looking like big spider webs.  Then he took it upon himself to lop off all the 

tallest branches.  “Each branch that I’ve pruned will come back three-fold,” he had said.  

“What you do is let them grow a few feet, and then prune again so they get real dense.”  

Now they looked enclosing.    

     “I don’t want you to do any more cutting,” she had said. 

     The last Friday they fought she had peddled up on her bike and seen him loading the 

nursery ladder onto his Jeep roof rack.  “What are you doing with that?” she asked.   

     “Just pulled the wisteria out of those two palms and trained it along the fence.” 

     “Stop rearranging my garden!” 

     “The wisteria’s through flowering.  Nobody but birds could have seen any of the 

blooms way up there at the top of those trees, and the vine was chocking out the new 

growth.  You want the palms to die?” 

     “I want them to do what they would do naturally.” 

     “Maybe it’s time I get my own place.” 

      Penelope had looked at him. 

      Later at the bar she might have been a little too friendly with the guy with the tight 

jeans.  She watched Michael in the mirror talking poetry.  The guy moved like one big 



 130 

come-on.  Sexy.  She’d done a little harmless talking with him.  Just long enough to 

figure he didn’t have anything between his ears.  “I’m with my guy,” she said when he 

gave her that look.  He backed up and sat at a table. 

     Michael had watched it all in the mirror, as Penelope knew he would.  She walked out 

to the bar’s porch, and he followed. 

     “I want a woman who wants me,” he said. 

     “You want a country song,” she said. 

     “I want kids, a home.  A family.” 

     “I want only a lover.” 

     “I’ll drive you to your house,” he said. 

      She shook her head.   

     She had wandered down to the marina and sat in her bateau.  The current pushed 

against the port side of the boat all night as the tide came in.  When she was cold, she lay 

on the bottom and covered herself with life preservers.  At dawn she walked home.  

There was no red Jeep on the road, and Michael’s things were gone from the house.  That 

was a season and a half and two boyfriends ago. 

 

      

     Michael tosses his paper coffee cup in the big aluminum garbage can nailed to the 

dock.  He puts the can’s lid back on, securing it with the bungee that keeps raccoons out.  

He walks from one end of the floating dock to the other, not really looking at the boats, 

some big, some small.  Sailboats moored twenty yards out from the dock in deep water 

catch his eye.  There’s a pale yellow one that’s sleek. 
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     Penelope knows she’ll be stuck in the mud if she stays in the creek any longer.  The 

tide won’t be dead low for a few more hours, but by then the creek will be nothing but 

bared marsh grass, a narrow bank of oysters, and scurrying fiddler crabs.  She pulls the 

engine cord twice, but the motor doesn’t turn over.  She wishes she had gotten it tuned up 

like she planned last week.  She pulls it again, and it starts but runs with a high-pitched 

whine. 

 

      

     Michael looks down the river one last time, squinting into the sun.  He sees a boat far 

off hugging the shore, bow pointed toward the marina.  Unconsciously, he listens to the 

sound of the motor, half hoping for a deep humming sound, but hears a high-pitched 

whine.  Should he hang around a few more hours and see if Penelope shows up at the 

dock?  They’ve agreed by phone not to be in touch.  Physical attraction is too much and 

not enough.  But he’s wanting to see her one more time, surprise her and see what her 

eyes say.  Is she missing him like he’s longing for her?  Distance will stretch his feelings 

till they pop and rubber-band back, leaving only a sting where they hit his heart, which 

will heal.  As he walks toward his Jeep, a convertible pulls into the lot.  Two women get 

out and smile at him.  They walk toward the bait shop, both turning to look at him again 

as they pull open the screened door.  The one with curly hair pauses before going in and 

looks again over her shoulder. “Fish biting this morning?” she asks.   

     “I don’t know,” he says.  “Hope you catch one.” 
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     “Me too.” 

     “Do me a favor and tell Bill in there I won’t be back.” 

     He gets in his Jeep and reaches for his sunglasses on the dashboard, sliding his index 

finger over the bullet hole in the window.  The repair guy did a good job of filling the 

glass with some special compound that sealed it.  All that’s left of the shot a crazy guy 

fired one night from an overpass is a little netting of lines fine as the filaments of a spider 

web.  
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Lost Necklace 

 

     Sarah’s mom oozed sexuality.  She couldn’t help it.  It was in her hair, in the way she 

cast her eyes, the movement of her shoulders, the very way she stood with her hands on 

her hips in the hallway between the upstairs bedrooms.  “I can’t find my ruby necklace,” 

she said to Sarah.  She was naked but for a white towel sprinkled with pink roses 

wrapped turban-style around her head.  Two brown strands escaped from the flowers at 

her temples and looked like woody stems.  She unwrapped the towel and shook her head 

gently from side to side.  A wealth of dark brown waves fell around her face and to her 

shoulders.  She looked at Sarah, perturbed.  “You haven’t seen it, have you, the one 

Daddy gave me last Christmas?” 

     “No,” Sarah said.  “When’s the last time you wore it?” 

     “Four days ago.  Saturday, with the Sullivans for dinner at that new place.  What’s it 

called?” 

     “The Green Door.” 

     “We came in late, and Daddy poured me a crème de menthe from the decanter in the 

dining room.  I took off the necklace and put it in the crystal bowl on the sideboard.  It 

had pricked my blouse.  I want to take it to the store today and have one of our repairmen 

smooth it down.” 

     “I’ll look in the dining room,” Sarah said. 

     “Good.  I hope you find it.  I searched all over.  Even under chair cushions in the 

living room and under the rug.”  She smiled her slow full-lipped smile and gave her 

shoulders a little shake, which sent her full round breasts swinging from side to side and 
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caused her nipples to go erect.  She rubbed her hair once with the flowered towel.  With 

her hands in her hair, her raised arms formed symmetrical triangles which pulled her 

breasts up into perfect circles above the convex lines of her ribs.  “I’ve got to get dressed 

now,” she said, “or I’ll be late for work.  We’ve got two brides coming in this morning 

wanting me to help them choose patterns.  Daddy’s already there.” 

     Sarah watched her mother walk unhurriedly down the hall.  She could see the curve of 

her breasts, even from behind, and the big birth mark on her left side where her waist 

dipped in above her hipbone.  Her thighs were round but not thick.  From behind, Sarah 

saw how they tucked in at the inside, which left an interesting triangle of space between 

her legs. 

     Morning sun glinted through the crystal bowl on the sideboard.  Sarah picked it up and 

studied it closely, tilting it from side to side so that the rainbow it threw out moved from 

the table to the wall and back.  She set it down and squatted beneath the sideboard to run 

her hand along the oak floor, under the flounce of champagne-colored curtain, and even 

along the baseboard, although she knew the necklace was too big to be caught there.  She 

pulled open the sideboard’s drawers and looked at the silverware, picked up the big 

serving pieces, and pushed other pieces aside, rattling them around to see if the necklace 

could be caught beneath them, and closed the drawer. 

     She remembered her dad offering the gift box with the big maroon and green striped 

bow to her mom on Christmas morning.  “Guess where it’s from?”  He had laughed.  The 

striped bow was as familiar to Sarah’s family as kitchen placemats are to most.  Jenkins’ 

Jewelers hadn’t changed holiday wrappings for seventeen years.  They had tried once, but 
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customers had complained.  When they positioned a Jenkins’ package under the tree, they 

wanted everyone to know where it came from. 

     Sarah walked into the kitchen, where her mom had left a place set for her at the round 

table.  Her sisters’ places were set, too, although Sarah was sure her mom knew they 

never ate breakfast.  In the summer they slept until eleven, getting up just in time to make 

it to the store by noon to work behind one of the counters, or wrap gifts, or do whatever 

their mom or dad told them to do for the day.  As soon as Sarah turned fifteen she’d be 

expected to work summers at the store, too, but for now she only helped out on special 

occasions.  She had this summer and two more to do exactly what she wanted, her mom 

said.  She could have friends over, watch a movie, go to the pool, and just have a good 

time.  “Enjoy it while you can, Honey;” her mom said, “you’ll be working soon enough.” 

    What Sarah really wanted to do was go to a college summer literature program 

designed for gifted middle-school students.  She and her dad had sent in her application 

months ago to Duke, and she’d been accepted, but her mom wouldn’t allow her to go, 

thought she needed time just to have fun.  “But reading is fun,” she’d told her mother.  

Both sisters had rolled their eyes, and Rebecca had asked why she wanted to go to 

college at her age.  Later that night Sarah’s dad came into her room and suggested the 

two of them make a book list.  Each night they’d spend an hour talking about what she 

had read for the day. 

     “I think I should be able to go to the camp,” Sarah said. 

     “Mom thinks it’s better for you to spend time with girls in the neighborhood.  She 

wants you to get to know the one who moved in down the street.” 

     “Jeannie?” 
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     “I don’t know her name, but her mother has been in the store a couple of times and 

Mom thinks she’s an attractive woman.” 

     “I’d rather invite Betsy or Emily, but Mom doesn’t like them.” 

     “Maybe you could give Jeannie a try.” 

     “Betsy is smart, and we have a lot to talk about.  Emily and I like to write plays.” 

     “You’ll be seeing them again when school starts.” 

     “Mom just doesn’t like Betsy’s neighborhood, and she thinks Emily is fat and ugly 

and says her mom’s job at the grocery store is probably the reason she weighs ten tons. 

She doesn’t like that Emily’s dad is a truck driver.  I’ve met him.  He’s nice.” 

     “Jeannie lives just a few houses away.” 

     Sarah looked at her dad and knew pleading was useless.  Her mom always had the last 

word.  Her dad even had given up his job teaching to take Grandad’s place at the store. 

Grandad’s only child was Mom.  He gave her the store when he retired; he had inherited 

it from his own father.  Mom said she couldn’t manage alone and she intended it to be the 

finest jewelry store in the Southeast when she handed it over to her girls.  Sarah didn’t 

want to own a jewelry store; she wanted to teach, maybe at a college or at a university in 

a big city.  

      

      Sarah poured a bowl of corn flakes and got milk out of the refrigerator before she 

went upstairs to tell her mom she had not found the necklace.  “Do you think Hannah 

could have moved it when she cleaned yesterday?” Sarah asked, following her mother 

down the stairs, watching her pick up her green leather pocketbook and feel inside for her 

car keys. 
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     “No.  I already called her.  She said she would give the house a good going-over when 

she comes again next Tuesday.  She said she was so busy cleaning Rebecca’s and Joyce’s 

rooms that she skipped over the downstairs, except for the kitchen.  I don’t know how 

those girls can be so sloppy.  I’ve got to go.  What time is Jeannie coming over?” 

     “Ten.” 

     Her mom leaned over to Sarah, pursed her lips and made a kissing sound without 

touching her lip-sticked lips to Sarah’s. 

     Sarah returned to her cereal bowl and poured the milk slowly, watching it bubble on 

the sides of the ceramic bowl.  She reached for the novel her dad had put on her placemat.  

He’d left a typed note telling her which chapters to read.  He’d stuck the note sideways 

between some pages.  “Underline any words you don’t know.  We’ll talk tonight.” 

     Her dad had always found time to share stories with Sarah.  Before she herself could 

read, he had read aloud to her each night before dinner.  Then he’d asked her to think 

how she would change the story if she could rewrite it.  Sometimes he’d said, “That’s 

good.  Tell it to me again, and I’ll write it down.”  He had kept a sort of anthology of her 

stories.   

     Sarah took a spoonful of cereal and turned to chapter one of The Prince and the 

Pauper.  She didn’t hear the doorbell ring a few minutes before ten, but she heard Jeannie 

bang the doorknocker multiple times. 

     “Jesus!” screamed Joyce, “Who’s making so much noise?”  She was in the upstairs 

hall, her bedroom door ajar, looking over the banister.   

     “Sorry.  That must be Jeannie.   She’s early.” 

     “Tell her next time she doesn’t have to wake up the whole house!” 
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     As Sarah and Jeannie came up the stairs to Sarah’s room, Joyce passed through the 

hall on the way to the bathroom.  She stopped, blocking the girls’ passage, flipped her 

hair over her shoulder and stood in her yellow T-shirt with her hands on her hips in the 

same spot where Sarah’s mom had stood earlier that morning.  “I could have slept 

another hour,” she said, glaring at Jeannie before she walked toward the bathroom, hips 

swinging. 

     “Must have been up too late with her boyfriend,” Jeannie muttered after Joyce closed 

the bathroom door.  Last Saturday night Jeannie had come over for the first time.  They 

had watched a movie upstairs and afterwards gone to the kitchen for a midnight snack.  

From the hall they had heard rustling coming from the den, tiptoed into the room, and 

seen Joyce on the sofa, legs splayed, her boyfriend on top of her. 

    “Oh, you’re not going to start talking about that again, are you?” Sarah said as she 

closed her bedroom door, walked over to her hamster’s cage, opened it, and spun his little 

Ferris wheel.  “Come on, Shakespeare, jump up and get some exercise.”  She stroked him 

on the back and watched his nose twitch with pleasure.  She closed the little door and 

latched it tight.  

     “What better to talk about than sex?  They were doing it, and your mom and dad were 

right upstairs in their bedroom.  I heard noises coming out of there too.  This is the sexiest 

house I know.”  Jeannie sashayed around Sarah’s room, ran her hands over her 

developing breasts, and plopped down on Sarah’s bed with a sigh.  

     Sarah was ready to start the bead necklaces, but Jeannie wanted to paint their nails.  

“I’m good at it.  I did my mom’s for her last night.  She was going out with that new 

boyfriend of hers.” 
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     “Who’s he?” 

     “He owns a chain of restaurants.  Wears really tight jeans and thinks he’s cool.  He 

sucks.” 

     “My sister borrowed my nail polish.  We’ll have to wait.” 

     “Which sister? Joyce? Go ahead and get it while she’s in the bathroom.” 

     “No. Rebecca.  She’s still asleep.” 

     “Alone?  Or is her boyfriend in there?” 

     “Oh, come on.”   

     “Well, she’s a year older than Joyce.  Seventeen, isn’t she?  Why not let her boyfriend 

sleep over?” 

     “Let’s make the necklaces.”  Sarah slid off the bed and onto the floor, reached behind 

the dust ruffle and pulled out a box of colored beads.  “What colors do you like?”  

     Jeannie took a few beads in her hands, walked to Sarah’s dressing table and sat down 

on the stool, holding the colored glass up to her eyes.  Sarah took Shakespeare out of his 

cage and brought him over to where Jeannie was sitting.  She stroked him as she watched 

Jeannie appraise herself in the mirror.  Jeannie’s dull brown hair was the color of 

Shakespeare’s and her eyes were small and round like his too.  Poor Jeannie.  She really 

wanted to be pretty.  Sarah saw her own reflection.  Freckles flecked her nose and 

cheekbones.  Her fair hair was thick and straight; her chest, flat.  At the top of her thin 

thighs she knew there was no interesting triangle of air. 

     Holding a few pink and red glass beads up to the hollow of her neck, Jeannie said, “I 

think these bring out some color in my cheeks.  What do you think?”   

     “I guess so,” Sarah said.   
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     Jeannie twisted around on the stool and faced Sarah.  “You know, you’re not going to 

be as pretty as Joyce and Rebecca.  You’re not going to have their curvy figures or their 

shiny dark hair.  You don’t care at all about how things look. What do you care about?” 

     Sarah cared fervently about stories, books, plays.  Her English teacher had said Sarah 

was passionate about character.  “Passion,” Sarah said, knowing Jeannie would think 

only of love and not of hatred, anger, and all the other emotions that could compress into 

the hard essence of passion.  Jeannie grabbed Shakespeare out of Sarah’s hands and stuck 

him into the front of her underwear.  She jumped up and strutted, jutting out her hips, 

looking at herself in the mirror, staring at her crotch where Shakespeare wiggled around.  

“Look.  I’m a guy with big balls!”  She laughed and laughed.   

     Sarah grabbed Jeannie by the arm.  “Get Shakespeare out of there.” 

 

     As soon as Sarah’s sisters closed the front door, Sarah went to Rebecca’s room to find 

the polish:  Alizarin Crimson.  She had picked it out at the drug store because she liked 

the name.  For her nails, she preferred pearly pink rather than blood-like alizarin crimson, 

but the word “alizarin” had fascinated her.  She had associated it with Ali Baba and 

Aladdin.  “Alizarin” made her think of magic carpets and the beautiful big moths she and 

her dad had seen last summer in the Tennessee mountains where they hiked.  Their wings 

looked like oriental rugs.  Sarah had imagined an elf, or a miniature version of herself, 

seated cross-legged on the back of a giant moth, flying in the night above the trees that 

spotted the edge of the cliff and drifting down into the valley deep below, soft with 

farmers’ alfalfa.  When she and her mom got home from the drug store, Sarah had 

searched online and in her dad’s set of old encyclopedias for information about alizarin. 
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She was not surprised to read that the dyestuff had been cultivated in ancient central Asia 

and by Egyptians as early as 1500 BC and that red cloth had been found in King Tut’s 

tomb.  Even British troops had used alizarin for their coats’ color, which later led to their 

being called “redcoats.”   

     Jeannie already had her sandals off and was sitting in the middle of Sarah’s double 

bed smoothing out the wrinkles in the white chenille, pressing her left foot flat against the 

spread, examining her toes.  She motioned to Sarah to hand her the bottle.  “Let’s start 

with our toenails,” she said. 

     “Not on the bed.  Mom will have a fit if we spill polish on the spread.  Let’s paint 

them in the bathroom.” 

     “Your mom doesn’t care if we paint our nails on your bed.  I saw her doing it Saturday 

in her room.” 

     “She puts an old kitchen towel under her foot.  We’ve got to sit on the bathroom 

floor.”  Sarah thought of the time she was in preschool and learning about colors.  In 

class the teacher had allowed the children to mix drops of food coloring.  She had also 

given them light-as-air tissue papers in primary colors.  Under a yellow piece Sarah 

placed a red one and liked the warm orange she saw when she held the two pieces up to 

the window.  At home Sarah found a can of opened tomato paste in the refrigerator and 

on the spice rack she saw a jar of the yellow spice her mom sometimes used in rice or for 

fish.  She pushed a bar stool over to the cabinet and took out a cereal bowl.  With a spoon 

she scooped out a scallop of red tomato paste.  Then she opened the spice jar and poured 

all of the saffron into the bowl and stirred.  Her mother had sent her to bed without 



 142 

supper.  “You know better than to play with food,” she had said.  “You’ve wasted my 

most precious spice!” 

     It was afternoon before the girls started making necklaces and almost dinnertime when 

they finished.  As Sarah stood on the front porch watching Jeannie walk down the 

sidewalk toward her own house, Sarah’s mom pulled into the driveway.  The sun caught 

a sparkle of red at Jeannie’s neck.  Sarah’s mom waved to Jeannie and opened her 

pocketbook to put away her sunglasses. 

 

     On Tuesday Sarah stayed at the pool until her mom, having left early from the store, 

came to pick her up.  They drove together to buy groceries, and as they walked through 

the aisles, Sarah pushing the cart and reading the grocery list aloud, her mom picked out 

ears of corn, bunches of spinach, and a fillet of beef.  At home they arranged the 

ingredients they would need for supper on the kitchen drain board.  Sarah washed little 

turbans of radishes and was grating carrots when the phone rang.  Her mom picked it up, 

listened for a minute, and said, “Thanks for all the trouble.  Next Tuesday I might be 

home before you go.  If not, I’ll leave your paycheck on the dining room table.” 

     “Hannah didn’t find your necklace, did she, Mom?” 

      “No. She even looked in the vacuum bag.  It’s a mystery.”  She rubbed her hand front 

and back against a towel on the countertop, chose a favorite CD, and nudged it into the 

slot.  She turned to smile at Sarah and swayed her hips once to catch up to Nora Jones’s 

beat.  “What day was it that Jeannie came over last week?” 

     “Wednesday.” 
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     “Didn’t you two make brownies?  I don’t guess there are any left for tonight’s 

supper.”  

     “No.  They’re all gone.  That was almost a week ago.”  

     “Oh,” she said, humming in between the words.  “Maybe you could make some more.  

When’s she coming next?” 

     “Friday.” 

  

     Friday morning Sarah’s mom said she would be late leaving for the store because she 

had some calls to make.  Sarah was reading in the kitchen.  Out of the corner of her eye 

she registered her mom’s peach-colored robe as she drifted from the sink to the wall 

calendar.  Her movements fanned a heady fragrance toward Sarah.  It reminded her of her 

grandmother’s house.  Confederate jasmine.  Last summer she’d made a fort in the corner 

of Grandmother’s garden, next to a wall blanketed with the mini flowers. 

     When the doorbell rang at ten, Sarah was quick to answer it.  “You want to make 

brownies or work on the necklaces first?” she asked, closing the front door behind 

Jeannie, walking toward the stairs where her mom was slowly descending, her hand 

lightly stroking the banister, fingering it, her pointed sling-backs angled a little to prevent 

her slipping on the polished wood. 

     “I wonder if I can ask you girls to do me a big favor?” 

     “Sure,” Jeannie said, watching each waltzing step Sarah’s mother took.  

     “I’ve lost a necklace, and I’m sure it’s somewhere in the house.  If you could spend a 

little time looking, I’ll give whoever finds it twenty dollars.  That should make the 

hunting fun!  What do you say?” 
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     Jeannie agreed immediately.  Sarah looked at her mom, trying to catch her eye, but 

she was searching in her pocketbook for her keys.  Sunlight came through the trefoiled 

shapes in the glass panes beside the front door and lit her face.  “It has red stones and 

some little diamonds on a white gold chain.”  She closed the door with a gentle click and 

was gone.  

     “So it’s got red stones?” Jeannie asked. 

    “They’re rubies, and the diamonds aren’t really that small.” 

     “Let’s look later,” Jeannie said.  “After we make our necklaces.”  They started up the 

stairs, but Jeannie paused.  “I wish I’d brought the glass beads I’ve got at home.  I’m 

going to go get them.  You might like the green ones I’ve got.  I’ll be right back.” 

     Sarah waited outside on the doorsteps.  It wasn’t too hot yet.  She squinted into the 

sunshine and watched a squirrel run up the live oak tree by the sidewalk.  She stretched 

out her tanned legs and studied the colors in her plaid tennis shoes.  Her mom had said 

she could start shaving her legs this summer.  She ran her hand over her shins and felt the 

odd scratchy stubble.  Finally she saw Jeannie coming toward her down the sidewalk.   

      After lunch Jeannie wanted to take a break from the beads and look for the necklace.  

She suggested she look downstairs while Sarah looked upstairs in her parents’ bedroom.  

Sarah agreed and went into her parents’ room and waited a minute or two.  Then she took 

off her tennis shoes and tiptoed down the steps, avoiding the two that creaked. She 

walked around to the den, where the Venetian blinds always were closed in the summer, 

and, holding her breath, moved near the doorway that led from the den into the living 

room.  She saw Jeannie standing by the gold-colored chair at the window, looking over 

her shoulder toward the foyer and the stairs, and, at the same time, lifting the chair’s 
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down cushion.  She reached into her shorts’ pocket, slid her hand under the cushion, and 

let the cushion drop into place.  Then she walked over to the window and glanced out.  

“Hey, Sarah,” she called loudly, turning her face toward the ceiling in the direction of 

Sarah’s parents’ bedroom.  

     Sarah tiptoed back to the hall and then to the kitchen where she pulled open a cabinet 

door and noisily set two glasses on the kitchen table.  “I’m in here, “ she said. 

     “Are you looking for the necklace?” Jeannie called. 

     “No.  I’m going to have some lemonade.  Do you want some?” 

     “Not yet.  Come on.  I’m still looking.” 

     Sarah walked into the living room.  

     “Maybe it’s here,” said Jeannie.  She walked over to the sofa and looked under the 

pillows.  Then she turned to the gold-colored chair, raised the cushion, ran her hand along 

the rich fabric and held up the necklace for Sarah to see. 

     The rubies caught the afternoon sun and threw a red flash at Sarah.  Just then the front 

door clicked shut.  Sarah’s mom stood in the foyer pulling off her sunglasses. 

     “I found your necklace!” Jeannie said.  Sarah’s Mom smiled her slow full-lipped smile 

as she walked into the living room and held out her hand as Jeannie placed the necklace 

like a communion wafer in her smooth palm.  In her other hand, Sarah’s mom still held 

her green leather pocketbook.  She set it on the gold chair, unzipped it and slid her wallet 

out. 

     “I don’t have any bills.  I forgot to stop by the bank.  Sarah, could I borrow twenty 

dollars from you?  I’ll ask Daddy to pay you back tonight.” 
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   Upstairs Sarah reached under her bed where she kept her babysitting money in a cookie 

tin next to her glass beads.  She counted out four fives. Then she picked up Jeannie’s box 

of green beads.  Her mom and Jeannie were still standing by the front door when Sarah 

came down the stairs.  Jeannie had the look of a new bride-to-be listening to a register of 

accoutrements available for setting a charming table.  But Sarah’s mom had on her face 

the look she assumed when the jewelry store doors were already locked and one last 

shopper in T-shirt and jeans was lingering over the semi-precious showcase.  

     After Sarah gave her mother the cash, she handed Jeannie her green beads and said, “I 

won’t be seeing you any more this summer.”   

     Jeannie opened her mouth, then shut it.  She shrugged, breasted her beads, and left the 

house.  
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Engagement Balloon 

 

     Zach chased the engagement balloon from the time it slipped out of Suzie’s hand in 

the mid-afternoon glare until sundown.  His pursuit took him on foot through Savannah’s 

midtown neighborhood to his car, parked a few blocks from Suzie’s parents’ house, down 

Victory Drive, blooming with oleanders, through a red light, where he stopped, looked, 

and drove on, over the Thunderbolt Bridge, and finally to Tybee Beach, where he lost 

sight of the pink-and-white heart when it bumped over a prickly metal roof and dove 

oceanward. 

     Suzie called three times in the first hour of the pursuit.  The first call he dared not 

answer for fear the balloon might drift the moment he ducked sideways to retrieve his 

phone.  The second came as he nearly lost sight of the balloon when it rounded a corner 

near a liquor store.  By the time Suzie called the third time, the balloon was heading to 

the beach, and Zach had listened to Suzie’s messages and decided not to answer.  

     “Isn’t the ring insured?” she asked in her first message.  “Just let it go, and buy 

another one.”   

     Yes, the ring in the balloon was insured.  The jeweler had suggested a policy that 

would cover the ring, and wedding gifts, too.  Zach might have procrastinated.  He had no 

possessions worth insuring and knew Suzie never misplaced even a car key, but months 

ago, she had calculated living expenses and reminded him not to forget insurance. 

     “Buy another one?” he said aloud, as he poked his head out the window and located 

the balloon. 
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     Balloons had embellished Zach’s relationship with Suzie all the years he had known 

her.  It was at the end of a green ribbon attached to a purple Happy Birthday balloon that 

he discovered her at a skating rink.  He was there to celebrate a classmate’s twelfth 

birthday.  Suzie’s party celebrated her, and her eleventh.  Pausing only to tie the laces of 

his rollerblades, Zach had sprung onto the floor and skated toward Suzie, slowing as he 

came near.  Her leg extended in a Swan-Lake arabesque held full-circle around the rink, 

her chin tilted upwards.  Her eyes were closed.  All other skaters scattered as she glided 

by, even those not part of her troop of friends.  When she opened her eyes, she located 

the absolute center of the rink, where she twirled six times before toeing a stop. 

     Soon all the girls in Suzie’s party were adorning themselves with balloons and 

arabesquing in one form or another.  Suzie, though engulfed by a sea of balloons, 

appeared spotlit to Zach.  “You remind me of the ballerina in my grandmother’s music 

box,” he said. 

     “What does she look like?” Suzie asked.  A smile softened the focus of her eyes, 

which were the color of Zach’s worn corduroys.  

     He stumbled; it was rare for words to trip him up.  “Just like you.”  Zach had lifted the 

lid often enough on the walnut box to know precisely how the ballerina twirled on toes 

pointed to elongate slender legs, while her arms extended in a whisper over her head. 

     “I take ballet,” Suzie said. 

     “I thought so.”  Tchaikovsky’s music rose out of the depths of Grandmother’s box 

where a single ring nested in velveteen lining.  Grandmother said it was given her by an 

old friend.  A sparkling smile accompanied Grandmother’s talk about the ring.  

     “Come see me in our spring recital, if you like ballet.” 
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     “My grandmother does.  She plays a lot of ballet music on her viola.” 

     After he discovered where Suzie lived, Zach tied a red balloon to her doorknocker on 

Valentine’s Day, a green one for St. Patrick’s, and an egg-shaped yellow one for Easter.  

On May twenty-eighth he went backstage at the civic center and waited with the fathers 

holding nosegays and mothers expectantly eyeing a door marked “Dressing Room.”  In 

his hand was a pink-and-white balloon embossed with a not-too-awkward ballerina.  

Suzie smiled when she saw it.  Her dad invited Zach for ice cream, but Grandmother and 

Mom were in the lobby of the auditorium waiting for him.  “Bring them along.  Meet us 

at the place on Liberty Street,” Mr. Edwards said. 

     Grandmother declined but drove Zach and his mother to Liberty Street and waited 

while Zach’s mom asked if the Edwardses could drop them later at home. 

     Zach went off to summer camp.  His attentions turned elsewhere for a while, but in 

ninth grade he asked Suzie to the fall dance at St. Martin’s and gave her a corsage of tiny 

pumpkin balloons.  They danced till the music stopped and the chaperone, Father Leary, 

flashed the lights.  “I had no idea you were such a dancer,” Father Leary said to Zach as 

he and Suzie left the gym.  “I’ll pass the word to Mr. Malone and suggest his next play be 

a musical.” 

     “I can’t sing.” Zach grinned. 

     “Then I guess we’d better stick with Shakespeare.” 

     When Suzie’s school dance fell on the night Zach’s debate team competed in Atlanta, 

she chose another boy for her date.  Zach gathered details from his cousin, Mary, Suzie’s 

classmate at Savannah Day School.  A few days later Mary called to say Suzie was 
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holding hands with the same boy after a junior varsity football game.  The next week 

Zach asked Suzie to a movie, but she already had a date. 

     A few years passed.  Zach’s mom stopped at Edwards Beauty Supply one Saturday 

and saw Suzie behind the register.  “She is very poised and quite beautiful,” she told 

Zach.  The comment floated around in Zach’s head a day or two and grew to such a 

proportion it nudged out the rest of his thoughts.  On a Sunday afternoon in November he 

walked to the Victory Drive Convenience Store a few blocks from his house and a mile 

from Suzie’s.  He chose a Charlie Brown balloon.  “Is this me?” he wrote on it with a 

magic marker borrowed from the cashier.  “Call me if you want to go out.” 

     It took a few months, but by Junior-Senior Prom they were dating.  He picked her up 

in his grandmother’s car, towing red balloons like Snoopy trails his scarf.  By his senior 

year, they were together.  

     A scholarship took him off to Duke; a year later Suzie tried out the University of 

Georgia but after a semester transferred home to accounting classes at the local college 

and a place in her parents’ beauty supply business.  He would graduate in three years 

with a BA in English.  Her visits to Duke were magical.  She brought with her a strange 

mixture of practicality and beauty.  For days after she left, her perfume hung in Zach’s 

room.  At any party, she gathered a flock of guys up close and, as an accessory, a little 

clutch of girls.  He limited his trips home to holidays.   

     “My goal’s to be through with college next spring,” he told Suzie.  “I can’t spend six 

hours traveling to Savannah, and six back.” 

     “But I want you here for Jo Ann’s party.  I feel stupid without a date.  Her parents 

hired a band.  It’s a big deal.  Her twenty-first.  Think of all the times I’ve ridden up there 
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to see you.”  It was true.  She came every time Jo Ann visited her boyfriend at Chapel 

Hill, catching a ride with her, helping with the gas, unwilling to drive alone.  Zach always 

managed to borrow a friend’s car to get from Duke to Chapel Hill and pick her up, 

meeting her midpoint in UNC’s main quad, at the wishing well.  She was usually sitting 

on a bench near the well when he strode up the hill and saw her from behind, hair 

glistening in the flickering sun, posture as studied as a performer’s.  He never forgot to 

toss a coin in the water.  They had lunch at the Purple Hen, walked down Franklin Street, 

and then drove to Duke, which Suzie said was not nearly as pretty as Chapel Hill.   

     He made it to Jo Ann’s dance, took a train both ways, sat up all night reading in dim 

light, and arrived at six that Saturday morning.   

     “You two were the most beautiful couple on the floor,” Jo Ann’s mother said when 

they thanked her before leaving the party. On Sunday Suzie waved good-bye and blew 

him kisses from across the train track.  Her father stood next to her.  She hadn’t wanted to 

drive home alone from the station.   

     “Lots of creepy people probably hang around there,” she had told him the night 

before.   

     “I doubt they’re much different from me,” Zach replied. “That’s why I want you to 

read some of these books I’ve been telling you about.  Really get into the thoughts of 

some of the characters who may seem strange to you.  Once you understand how they 

think, you’ll feel like you know them.”  

     “I don’t like to read those kinds of books.  Teach them to your classes next fall.” 
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     Again Zach’s cell rang; he continued the chase.  “Just buy another one” was not an 

option.  Despite the June heat, he left his window down so he could spot the balloon if it 

stalled directly above him.  Three blocks ahead, Thunderbolt Bridge arched.  The 

saltwater river sprawled under it like a kid on a colorless beach float drawn sideways by 

the tide.  Marsh grass leaned, bared by the ebb but footed in dense gray mud, pointing the 

way the breeze blew.  Zach followed its directions, swerved into the left-turn lane, and 

slowed nearly to a stop at the green light, watching the balloon.  It took the cue, blew left, 

and seemed to be moving toward Bonaventure Cemetery. 

     Just three months ago, spring break, Zach had strolled through Bonaventure with 

Suzie on a day so pure it glittered.  He had parked his car outside the rusty gates, taken 

Suzie’s hand, and led her down an oyster-shell path nearly disintegrated to sand. Left and 

right, azaleas buzzed with bumblebees, and a few late dogwoods clutched rusty-edged 

blooms.  They passed a delicately chiseled white marble statue of a woman seated on a 

ground of stone, legs tucked to one side and hands slumbering in her lap.  Broad lily 

leaves tilted clockwise in the breeze, encircling the statue.  At it’s base was the 

inscription: “To My Beloved Wife Taken from this World on April 5, 1953.”  Next to it 

the husband’s marker stated:  “Born 1930.  Died 2008.” 

     “He was old, but she didn’t live long,” Suzie said. 

     “What do the lilies’ leaves remind you of?” Zach asked. 

     “Is this another imagery quiz?” 

     “What do you think they look like?” 

     “Lily leaves.” 

     “What about something having to do with hair?  Curled eyelashes?” 
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     “OK,” she said, “big green bangs turned under with a curling iron.” 

     He laughed.  Light refracted by multiple droplets of water on the wet leaves shot out 

in arcs of yellow and blue.  Fire works. 

     “How many people do you think are buried in this cemetery?” Suzie asked. 

     “You’re the mathematician.  Guess.” 

     “Nobody in my family.  We’re all at St. Mary’s.” 

     Zach’s family were buried in the Catholic cemetery, too, except for one errant great-

uncle, his grandmother’s favorite sibling, here in row N.  What Bonaventure’s lanes 

lacked in nomenclature, they made up for in natural beauty -- live oaks, cedars and 

masses of azaleas.  As a boy Zach had played among the forest of bushes while his 

grandmother watered boxwoods that delineated her brother’s grave.  “God didn’t care 

that he wasn’t a Catholic,” she said. 

     At the end of the path a high bluff made a right angle with the river.  Conrad Aiken, 

whom Zach was reading for a final paper, was buried atop the bluff, beneath a stone 

bench inscribed with an invitation to sit.   

     “I feel strange sitting on someone’s grave,” Suzie said. 

     “He wanted us to.” 

     They chose another path back to the car.  Under a canopy of leaves lacy as a 

communion veil, they kissed and made plans for the future.  Suzie said they should set a 

wedding date, when summer came.  “Which job do you want?” 

     “High school seniors at St. Martin’s.” 

     “Don’t public schools pay more?” 

     “St. Martin’s is where I want to be.” 
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     He held her against his chest, then leaned back and viewed her at arms’ length.  “Let’s 

go to Europe for a year.  I’ve asked Career Counseling about teaching jobs.  I’m sure I 

could get a place in the Czech Republic.  I’ve been learning a little of the language from a 

friend at Duke.” 

     She pulled free of him.  “Not me,” she said.  “Besides, Mom and Dad need me at the 

shop.  They let the other accountant go.  I’m responsible for it all.” 

    “Then some day we’ll take a vacation there.”  

      

     This time Zach did not park at Bonaventure’s gates but drove along a central two-rut 

lane to the bluff.  Overhanging limbs and moss obscured his view of the sky.  At the 

riverbank he jumped out of the car and spotted the balloon just as the wind caught it and 

lifted it across the river.  It became a pink dot drifting eastward toward Tybee Beach.  

The most direct route out was backwards.  With no place to turn, he backed his car as fast 

as he dared, stirring up a giant feather of white dust.   

     On the other side of the bridge, he slowed and scanned the sky.   

     Just as a fumey car can spoil an early morning jog along a quiet country road, Suzie’s 

message had smogged Zach’s affections.  “It’s a ring that looks like a balloon!” he had 

called to her as he ran after it.  “Made just for you.”  The ring inside the balloon was his 

creation.  Not that he had fashioned it himself.  But he had drawn a detailed design for the 

jeweler, a braided white gold band and puckered prongs lifted a small diamond to balloon 

roundness.  Something so unique could not be bought again.    

     Suzie, he knew, had committed to memory every ring in Modern Bride, but he had not 

consulted her or her mother.  The ring was his gift to her, not hers to him.  Her parents’ 
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present was to be a honeymoon.  Suzie had chosen Jamaica for two weeks.  Zach longed 

to see Prague or Budapest, even for a day. 

     Suzie’s salary was substantial.  Zach would earn about enough to make payments on a 

first house.  “If teaching in a Catholic school’s important to you,” Suzie had said,  “my 

salary will pay for groceries, utilities, and all the extras.”  She had already walked with a 

realtor through four little houses not far from her parents’ more distinguished location on 

a street abutting the neighborhood’s spacious park.  She had calculated monthly 

payments, utilities, taxes, insurance, and upkeep. 

     Suzie could do numbers.  She could figure fashion, too, adding an eyelet top while 

subtracting a jeweled necklace, calculating the effect of a peasant neckline.  She would fit 

nicely into any model’s haute couture, with the exception of long party dresses.  She 

made up for her lack of height with a collection of high heels.  Being short was a blemish, 

in her eyes.  She looked pretty in any color; her complexion was healthy.  Her mother’s 

pointed exemplars of wrinkled middle-aged women and blotched younger ones had cured 

Suzie of the tanning bed. 

     Zach was not taller than average, and somehow he knew this feature, like his brown 

eyes, a shade darker than Suzie’s, and his faded blond hair suited Suzie’s vision of 

herself.  Without heels she appeared short beside him, but even on the beach she wore 

wedged flip-flops.  At home in his apartment her slippers were mules with pointed toes.  

Going barefoot was not an option.  “Your feet spread out,” she said. 

     Two days ago Zach had picked up the ring and studied it with the jeweler under a 

loupe.  “You turned my idea into substance,” he said.  Then he walked a few blocks to his 

favorite balloon shop.  He explained how the ring should go inside.  The woman in the 
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shop knew Suzie’s mother but promised to tell no one, not even her own daughter.  Zach 

drove home with the engagement balloon tied to the passenger-seat armrest.  He called 

Suzie.  “Let’s meet for lunch tomorrow in the park by your parents’ house,” he said.  “I’ll 

pick up a salad and some sandwiches.” 

     “OK,” she said in a muffled voice.  “I shouldn’t have answered.  The meeting’s going 

on.  I’ll be here till late.  See you tomorrow.” 

     A two-day convention for cosmetologists and beauty suppliers had drawn five 

hundred people to Savannah.  Zach imagined the program as non-stop makeup 

application and envisioned women in barber chairs with aluminum-foil bleach pouches 

tinseling their hair while they extended fingernails on sleepwalker arms and spread their 

toes out ducklike, webbed with cotton balls.  This was a vision he would keep to himself. 

     The next morning Suzie called Zach from the convention.  “I can’t get away till three.  

Let’s meet for coffee instead of lunch.” 

     “I’ll see you at the middle bench, under the oak with the intricate roots.” 

     “OK.  Bring me an iced coffee.  I don’t want to be all sweaty when I go back to the 

meeting.” 

     When Zach looked at his heart balloon in the early afternoon, it seemed a little 

deflated, not as sad as a wilted corsage, but definitely a little flat.  He tied an extra piece 

of ribbon at its neck and considered it from a distance.  It was presentable. 

     Zach set their coffees on the wooden bench under the oak and tied the balloon to a 

slat.  He saw Suzie pulling into her parents’ driveway and walked across the grass to 

meet her.   

     “Remember when we roller-skated in this park the year we met?” he said. 
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     “I remember kissing under this tree a few years later.” 

     “You cartwheeled from here to the curb.” 

     “You didn’t try to do anything but hold my hand.”   

     Zach touched her fingertips as they walked toward the park bench.  “What time do 

you need to be back at the meeting?” 

     “Soon.  Have you gotten any calls about substituting?” 

     “I won’t hear till Wednesday, when summer schools start.” 

     Suzie spotted the balloon.  “You’re so sweet.  A balloon just for coffee?” 

     “It’s more than that,” he said, loosening the ribbon from the bench.  She sat down as 

he handed it to her.  The ribbon slipped from her fingers.  He jumped to catch it, but too 

late.      

 

     For a few minutes after leaving Bonaventure, Zach’s pursuit of the balloon seemed 

foiled.  He sped up and came to a curve where the road narrowed in its approach to 

another bridge, an insignificant one that spanned a creek.  Beyond the bridge, marsh grass 

hugged the road left and right, the horizon uninterrupted but for palms and palmettos.   

     Finally, another mile closer to the beach, he spotted the balloon.  Luck brought it near 

the road.  It floated not much higher than the palms, toward Tybee’s water tower. 

 

     “Opposites attract but sometimes live separately,” Zach’s mother had told him long 

ago, before he and Suzie dated. He had asked her why they couldn’t move to Zurich to 

live for the year his dad was working there.   
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     “He likes gallivanting all over Europe on business,” she said.  “I like home.  He’ll be 

here for a few weeks in the fall and again at Christmas.” 

     “I could go for half a year,” he said. 

     “One of my two men overseas is enough.  I want you to stay right here with 

Grandmother and me.”  She picked up the kitchen shears and snipped chives and parsley 

into separate bowls.  His grandmother took up the newspaper again and began reading 

sections aloud. 

     “But I could learn German.  That would beef up my education.” 

     “It’s beefy enough.  I don’t know why Dad thinks he can’t get his business done by 

telephone or send someone else to do the work.” 

     “There are people who long for adventure,” Grandmother said.  “New places, new 

challenges, new architecture, new situations.” 

     “New problems and the same old answers,” Zach’s mother said. 

     “A person has to follow his heart,” said Grandmother.  She looked at Zach.  “But first 

he has to know what’s in it.”  Grandmother’s was filled with flowers, violas, cardinals, 

and frogs.  In her garden there was not a single camellia or azalea.  “Too easy,” she said.  

Plants known only in exotic places adorned her yard.  She fertilized variably to control 

the sandy soil’s acidity.  Interspersed among the flowering plants were birdbaths for 

cardinals and a dozen verdigris frogs.  

     Her viola rested on a bookshelf in the living room.  Though she said her fingers 

weren’t agile enough to play performance quality, she practiced every morning.  She’d 

had her day in the symphony.  On breezy autumn mornings she raised the living room 

window and invited wind chimes to accompany her. 
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     The first time Zach brought Suzie home to dinner, his grandmother painted a place 

card with a cardinal and added Suzie’s name.  Afterwards, his mother saved it in the 

dining room buffet, ready for the next visit.  She and Suzie kept up a steady stream of 

conversation.  Grandmother was unusually quiet and studied Suzie like she did sheet 

music when she looked for a missing phrase or note.  Later Grandmother removed the 

place card from the buffet.  When Zach’s mom asked where it was, Grandmother said she 

would like to paint another one for the next occasion.  “There’s no need to save the old 

one; I may have a different image in mind the next time.” 

     Zach understood Grandmother.  At cocktail parties and other social gatherings she was 

withdrawn and, like Zach, chose a single person to converse with.  At a wedding 

reception the evening after Suzie came for dinner, Zach saw his grandmother standing 

near the piano, reading music over the player’s shoulder.  He joined her. 

     “Who was the young man you were talking with earlier?” he asked. 

     “A violinist with the Jacksonville symphony,” she said.  “Who were you conversing 

with?” 

     “A guy who spent a year abroad in Paris.  I’m about ready to go home.  What about 

you?” 

     “I think your mother wants to stay a while.  I’ll ask her if she can find a ride.” 

     As he drove Grandmother home, Zach said, “You and I are one-on-one people.”  

     “Yes. But chess, not checkers,” she said.  

     Zach smiled and glanced over at his grandmother, caught the concern and amusement 

in her eyes. Last night his mother had asked Suzie what games she liked, and she’d 

answered,  “Blackjack and checkers.” 
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     “You’ll like Suzie once you see more of her,” he told his grandmother.   

     Suzie didn’t mind if Zach occasionally retreated to the outskirts of a party.  When she 

found him and asked what he was doing, he’d say, “People-watching.”  And though the 

cacophony of a party put him a little off balance, on a stage or behind a lectern he was 

untilted, solid.  His attraction to ideas seemed balanced by Suzie’s ease with practical 

concerns and everyday situations. 

 

     Zach wondered if he had always been chasing balloons, some high-flying words, 

others overinflated dreams of adventure that might pop on the nearest barbed-wire fence.  

There was the statewide poetry contest he’d entered when he was ten, his construction 

one Christmas of a miniature train scene that duplicated every detail of an Alpine village 

he had seen on a chocolate box, his starring role in Hamlet his junior year, and his 

suggestion to Suzie that they live in Europe before they settled down to family life. 

     “Sometimes you have silly dreams,” she said.  A house is what she wanted.  Even now 

Suzie still lived officially at home.  Weekends she slept over in his apartment, an 

efficiency over Grandmother’s garage.  Suzie preferred their weekends to take the format 

of organized dates, meeting friends at a bar, going to a movie, or to a concert in the park.  

Sundays her father grilled steaks.  Zach stood next to him passing salt, pepper, and tongs.  

Suzie’s mother made the kitchen neat by nine p.m. and said good night early.  A girl 

needs her beauty sleep, she said.  Zach knew at seven the next morning she would release 

her terrier, Blondie, into the world to bark at the retired doctor walking by, and to fetch 

the paper.  The collie across the street would wave her white tail at the doctor like Miss 

Georgia flourishes her gloved hand in a parade.  Zach jogged by often enough to know 
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the schedule, even if Suzie hadn’t told it to him.  Suzie got up a little later but was at the 

office by nine.   

     “Who came up with Blondie’s name?” Zach asked. 

     “Mom.  She says she and Blondie could be out of the same bottle: Born Blonde.  It’s 

Clairol and still the bestseller.” 

 

     The balloon paused above his head; the breeze that ran with the ocean tide fought a 

southerly wind. Their push and pull caused a temporary stalemate.  Twenty-five block-

long streets ended at the beach; their beginnings intersected with the road Zach was 

driving.  The cell rang again.  He chose Sixth Street.  Keeping his eye on the pink heart, 

he listened this time to each message. 

     After “Buy another one,” he heard, “Why aren’t you answering?” 

     Next: “Don’t forget Allie and Steven’s party tonight.  I’m wearing the new tank 

dress.” 

     “Forget the party.  I’m going with Jo Ann.” 

     And, finally, “Forget the ring.” 

     The balloon dipped, swayed right, and bumped across the prickly metal roof, snagging 

for a moment on a gutter.  Zach saw it rise from the roof, then dive toward the ocean.  He 

ran to the narrow boardwalk that spanned dunes and sea oats.  Behind him, the sun, no 

longer aggressive, hid behind a low western cloud and colored it orange.  Ahead on the 

boardwalk, beachgoers approached him as they retreated to supper while he advanced to 

the shore.  They were two or three abreast, so he turned his shoulders passing and asked, 

“Seen a heart balloon?”   
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     He continued the refrain, his eyes to the sky.   

     Where the boardwalk butted the sand, one woman stood, hands on hips, fingers 

splayed at her waist, her mouth open as to catch the wind.  Behind her a wavy golden 

mass of hair, disarrayed like leftover yarn in a basket, rose and fell to the rhythm of the 

waves.  “I saw something,” she said. “What color is it?” 

    “Faded pink.” 

     She studied him.  There was concern in her eyes.  Then hope flickered there.  She 

pointed left.  “Look there,” she said.  “Near the waterline.” 

     He ran.  Kicking up sand waist high, he turned to look over his shoulder to say thanks, 

but she was gone.  Later he would remember her eyes, the way they faded to gray and 

brightened to green. 

     As he ran, wind filled his ears as wholly as a conch shell’s emptiness is filled with 

perceived sound.  Whitecaps tickled the top of the surf and flattened out on the sand.   

Zach walked along the line where wet sand turned to dry.  The setting sun behind him 

colored the water orange, and a flock of pelicans flew close to the glow.  One dove 

suddenly, and Zach squinted, tried to see what it had in its beak, hoped he might make 

out a pink streamer of ribbon trailing after the bird.  Was he chasing a dream?  The light 

was dimming.  He ran up to the sand dunes and found the house with the prickly metal 

roof.  It had no yard, just a low picket fence to catch blowing sand.  He leaned over the 

pickets to see if the balloon might be caught on the lee side. 

     The orange glow subsided, and the ocean turned syrupy green.  

     “Just buy another one.”  He heard her words ring in his ears. 
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     “Buy another one?” he said aloud, letting the words roll over his tongue, feeling salty 

air sting them.  He sat in the wet sand and opened his mouth as he had seen the woman’s 

at the end of the boardwalk.  He gulped in gusts of breeze.  Far out on the horizon a ship 

progressed eastward.  He held it with his eye until it became a sharp point in the future. 

     Little waves scurried up to his indented seat in the sand.  The tide had turned and was 

washing him.  He stood and looked East again into the dark green water.  He pulled his 

shirt over his head, took off his shorts, and threw them in a ball onto dry sand.  Striding 

into the water, Zach felt the pressure and weight of the ocean pushing against him.  It was 

just dark enough he could see a bioluminescent sparkle as he moved through the water.  

“Prettier than diamonds,” he thought, “and not shaped by man.”  He swam against the 

current, bobbing in and out of the water, until incoming waves grew bigger, and he 

moved closer to shore.  When he could stand solidly in chest-deep water, he waited for 

the right wave.  One moved toward him like a body under a blanket, rose up, and began 

to crest.  He caught it before it peaked, and rode it till he scraped on the sand in shallow 

water, and stood up.  Something pricked at his toe.  He stepped quickly onto dry sand, 

thinking of the time a crab bloodied his foot.  Caught between his toes was a ribbon, 

knotted and frayed and linked to the sea.  He walked back into the water gently tugging 

the ribbon, playing it like a fishing line.  At its end, anchored by a shell, was the deflated 

balloon, torn and filled with sand. He balled it in one fist and flattened his other hand as 

he dipped his arm into the shallow water and ran his fingers along the bottom, feeling 

nothing but pebbly broken shells, grit, and finer sand. 

     On the beach he found his shirt, stepped into his shorts, and pocketed the balloon.  

Under the first street light on Sixth Street, Zach was tempted to look through the 
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balloon’s sand, but waited until he got to the car.  With the passenger door open, he 

squatted by the car and set the balloon in a spot of light on the rubber mat next to his 

blinking phone.  He emptied its contents, using his fingertips to scoop out gray wet sand 

and tiny periwinkles onto the mat.  Stuck in a pinched, shriveled seam of the balloon he 

found the engagement ring.   

     At home, before he called Suzie, he examined the periwinkles in his pocket.  He chose 

the most colorful one, dried it carefully, and placed it in Grandmother’s jewelry box next 

to her special ring.  He listened to the new message from Suzie:  “The party’s fun, you 

should come on over.  We can talk about the ring.” 

     He formulated his words as kindly as he could before he called her back. 

     The next morning he stood outside the jeweler’s shop waiting for the unlatching of the 

door.  A light came on, and a hand came from under the backdrop of the window display 

and dressed it with a variety of jewelry.  The door opened. 

     “The young lady didn’t like it?” the jeweler asked.  “Wonders never cease!  I know 

two people who want to buy it, so I’ll give you your money back and pay you a hundred 

for the design.” 

     The money pocketed, Zach walked to the nearest travel agent, booked a one-way 

flight to Budapest and a train ticket to Prague.  He knew Grandmother would ship his 

books. 
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Tea Olive Branch 

 

     Olivia ran up steep wooden steps to her second-story front door.  Her tapered heel 

caught between two boards.  She breasted the blower, callous of the blotches of dirt it 

impressed on her blouse, threw the electrical cord over her shoulder, and freed her shoe.  

She hurried up the final steps in stocking feet, the orange electrical cord slithering behind 

her.  Squatting, she fed the cord through her mail slot and went inside to plug it in.  She 

returned to the porch, shut the door tightly, raised the blower shoulder-height and aimed 

its cyclone at the cornice over her door.  First the bird abandoned the nest.  Then the nest 

itself blew off the cornice and, in a flurry of falling twigs, hit the porch rail and fell, 

floating, toward the sidewalk.  Olivia heard a splat before she saw yolk spread in a tiny 

sunburst.  Already late for work, she left the cord on the front porch, set the blower 

inside, ran for a clean blouse, and drove to a meeting. 

     At lunchtime Olivia returned home.  She had worried the cord might be missing, 

yanked back through the mail slot, bagged, and stolen. She was glad to see it coiled 

erratically near the door.  She had an hour.  First she changed into the soiled blouse; 

blower smudges on its bodice were nastier than the bird droppings dotted near the hem.   

     Olivia took her broom and whisked away nest twigs from the steps and walked down 

to the sidewalk.  An unusually hot May sun had shriveled the little sunburst to a dark 

bloodlike dot.  The shell was unchanged; she squatted and picked up its pieces before she 

went back to the kitchen for soapy water, filling a glass measuring cup to the pint mark.  

She poured the bubbly water in a stream onto the dried yolk and scrubbed with her 

broom.  As she turned away, she noticed a mess of magnolia leaves on her neighbor’s 
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sidewalk.  She ran back up to her sink and looked out her window into the kitchen next 

door.  Mr. Willis was seated in front of his TV.  He was opposed to blowers.  “Too many 

gadgets, good for nothing,” he said.  “When you use that thing, you’re just rearranging 

the dirt.”  Olivia had offered last Saturday to sweep Mr. Willis’s sidewalk and to water 

the petunias in his front window boxes.  His granddaughter, who had moved back to 

Savannah just a month ago, had told Olivia he shouldn’t be walking around dragging a 

hose and that his doctor had said he should not go anywhere without his cane.  But Mr. 

Willis didn’t like help, especially from a young woman.  Late Saturday afternoon she saw 

him pull a hose up his front steps and sprinkle his nodding petunias.  That evening when 

his granddaughter visited, he sat on his front stoop and admired the petunias with his 

granddaughter’s little girl, Audrey.  Olivia heard him explain that petunias are in the 

same family as potatoes and tomatoes.  “Like we’re in the same family?” Audrey asked. 

     Since Mr. Willis’s heart surgery, his granddaughter and Audrey stopped by to check 

on him each afternoon, sometimes bringing a pot of soup and sometimes persuading him 

to permit them to water his flowers.  Olivia saw them only on Saturdays and, 

occasionally, on Sundays, but Audrey had gotten into the habit of dropping pictures 

through Olivia’s mail slot.  She attended pre-school at First Baptist, where this month the 

class was coloring animals two by two. 

     Olivia glanced again through her window and into Mr. Willis’s.  His hearing was 

poor.  He seemed to be leaning over a plate taking a bite of lunch.  Just as she was 

leaving her kitchen, Mr. Willis turned in his chair and waved.  She waved back, took her 

wet broom, and swept the leaves from in front of Mr. Willis’s house.  Then she put away 

the blower. 
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     When Olivia returned from work, the sun was low enough to stretch her shadow 

obliquely in front of her as she came up the steps.  She held her door key.  Several weeks 

of dodging bird droppings had instilled in her a habit of readiness, but tonight there was 

no dove on the cornice above the door.  She turned to look into the limbs of the magnolia. 

     Last week she had been splattered twice, and today’s barrage had come not thirty 

minutes after Olivia had starched and ironed her white linen blouse, the only one worthy 

of the new clients who had requested to meet over breakfast at the Chatham Club to 

discuss the offer they planned to make on a property across the bridge in South Carolina.   

     “Why don’t you just use the back door,” Olivia’s friend Joseph asked when she 

complained last week about the bird. 

     “Because the key sticks in the lock,” she said, knowing she could ask her landlady to 

send someone to fix it, meet a locksmith at lunchtime or on a Saturday morning, and not 

wanting to admit she hated the back door and having to lock not just the door but two 

gates, one at the start of the suffocating breezeway that separated her house from Mr. 

Willis’s and one by the tool shed that held the blower.  And she hated coming out in the 

alley behind the house, where inevitably one of Savannah’s homeless would be searching 

through garbage and where she was sure to encounter the backdoor neighbor who 

continued to ask her out even though she had told him firmly she had no interest.  She 

was tired of being polite.  And the alley smelled sour during hot months.  She would use 

her front door.  Why shouldn’t she?   
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     All week she had opened the front door, clapped her hands, and waited for the dove to 

rise.  The trick had worked until today. She had clapped and stepped only one foot out the 

door when the dove fluttered down just above her head and shat. 

     Doves weren’t her favorite birds.  They had none of the comic bigheaded repertoire of 

a pileated woodpecker that could laugh like a lunatic, and no display of rainbow color 

and fragile athleticism of a hummingbird.  Earlier in the spring, a number of doves had 

squatted on the eaves under the roof of her house.  Almost as common as pigeons.  She 

noticed them on railings of side balconies of bigger houses down the street, four or five 

sitting side by side.  Their mournful, owl-like cooing cast a pall over early mornings.   

     Olivia put on a pair of old shorts and poured herself a glass of wine.  She sat on her 

porch steps looking west as the sky’s flush faded. A shadow rose from high electrical 

wires across the street.  Squeaking, it flew toward her and hovered above the door 

cornice, sweeping its wings in arcs, not settling.  It cocked its head; its round black eye 

was impossible to see in the gray evening light, but the white circle around it seemed 

immense, unending.  Olivia stood up. The dove swept its bending wings once more, then 

disappeared. 

 

    For several days Olivia avoided friends.  She would have thought of nothing to say 

which did not confess the broken egg, the splattered yolk.  She was not good at 

subterfuge, nor confession.  Never had she told of her abortion. 

     On Saturday Olivia woke early and decided to walk through Savannah’s parks.  The 

newspaper was not yet on the porch when she left.  She breathed in the damp waxiness of 

lemony magnolia blooms, saw Spanish moss dancing on live oak branches, noted the first 
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watermelon blooms of a crepe myrtle.  In Forsyth Park several pairs of birds rose from 

backs of benches.  She did not turn her head but heard their squeaking flight.  Later, near 

the old post office, she saw a single dove perched as still as the statue it rested on. It did 

not turn its head, but she felt its eye following her. 

  

     At home she googled “dove,” and photos of peace doves and homing pigeons, pure 

white and sacred-looking, filled her screen.  Finally she found the Carolina mourning 

dove and recognized its gray-beige form, its tiny head and ominous eye.  “Male and 

female mate for life,” she read, “finding each other again in the spring and sometimes 

wintering together.  Lone doves, if necessary, will find new partners.  They have as many 

as six broods per year, usually with two squabs per brood.” 

     Only one egg hit the ground, Olivia thought.   

     No wonder there were so many doves; six broods.  “The mourning dove is the leading 

game bird in North America,” Olivia read.  “Over seventy million are shot each year.”  

Olivia had eaten many a dove as a child.  Her father hunted both quail and dove.   Her 

mother prepared them in an iron skillet in a recipe called “smothered,” a thick gravy 

made of broth thickened with flour.  Sometimes her father breasted the birds and grilled 

only the tender dark breast meat.  She asked him once where the legs were, and he, a 

correct man, seemed embarrassed to have saved only the breasts in his haste to de-feather 

and clean the birds. 

     Olivia had not told her father of her abortion.  She would never tell her mother, either, 

though her mother would not have been appalled.  Nor had she told the one she’d had sex 

with, a college boy who knew less of living and dying than she, not someone to spend a 
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lifetime with.  She had disposed of the fetus with not much more thought than she gave to 

her monthly period.  At nineteen it was easy to flush things down the drain.  Now, at 

thirty, she still had no mate for life. 

     “Both sexes incubate,” she read, “the male from morning till afternoon and the female, 

the rest of the day.  In mating they prune each other’s feathers.” 

 

     On Sunday Olivia drove to a woodsy area and searched through vined bushes and 

low-limbed trees for an empty nest.  Finally, close to midday, she found a twiggy empty 

one.  She marked the bush, retreated, and watched it for a while.  No bird approached it.  

Later in the afternoon she returned and observed from a distance, reading a book but 

often directing her gaze to the marked bush.  Just before dark, she put the abandoned nest 

in a shoebox, as she so often had done as a child, and took it home.  Standing on a ladder, 

she reached above her head to the ledge of her front-door cornice and set the nest exactly 

where the other had been. 

     Each morning when she left the house, at lunchtime, and in the evening, Olivia 

checked the empty nest.  Each night she sat on her steps waiting for the dove to return.  

From the rail of the porch she hung a little bowl and kept it filled with fresh water.  

Audrey told her one Saturday a bird had drunk from it.  “What color was the bird,” Olivia 

asked.    

     “Red,” Audrey said. 

     Olivia scattered seeds on her wooden steps.  She looked from her front window into 

the magnolia next door, searching for birds.  A cardinal often alighted on a little dry 

leafless branch near the top.   
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     By the end of June, Olivia had three clients contending for her attention.  Two were 

out-of-towners looking for sizable houses in the historic district; one was a man wanting 

to buy a little row house like the one Olivia rented.  Her schedule was full from sunup to 

sundown, as her father would say.  She drove the older clients from house to house, and 

the younger one she walked with through the hot Savannah sunlight, hurrying to the 

shady side of streets, opening doors and closets and looking into cabinets, measuring 

mantle pieces, counting bookshelves, and flushing toilets.  

     One afternoon late the young client invited her to join him for a drink at the new bar 

on Chippewa Square.  She declined, but as she walked away, she turned and saw him 

watching her.  She walked back to where he stood.  “I’d like to another time,” she said.  

“I’ve just got a lot to do at home.” 

     Later she sat in her shorts on her steps looking at the telephone lines.  She was nearly 

too tired to bring the ladder out to the porch and look into the nest.  Finally, before the 

sun completely faded, she took the ladder from where she recently had stored it behind 

the door in her front room.  She climbed the rungs barefooted, feeling the treads of metal 

beneath her soles.  Nothing was in the nest.  She decided to not look again and took the 

ladder to the closet at the back of the house where it belonged.  Now it was black outside, 

but Olivia didn’t want the porch light on.  She sat on the step with her wine and looked at 

the stars made meager by the wan glow of streetlights and cars passing in a caterpillar 

row of diffused orange.   

     Saturday it was time to clean.  Olivia went for her blower in the shed but saw Mr. 

Willis coming to his back window.  He raised the window and said, “What are you up to 
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on this fine day, young lady?”   

     “I’m about to sweep my front steps and think I might rinse them off, too.  Do you 

mind if I use your hose?” 

     “I can water the petunias myself,” he called back.   

     As Olivia swept, she watched Mr. Willis uncoil his hose and drag it up his front steps.  

He steadied himself at his banister and turned the hose nozzle to a fine spray that arced 

toward his petunias. Sunlight refracted through the water into a mist of colors.  He 

waved. 

     Olivia did not hear the squeak of wings but felt the movement of air and looked up to 

see a dove hovering above her head, its wings moving in a slow sweep, partially curved 

as she had seen before, the shape of a protective embrace.  The white circle around its eye 

highlighted the eye’s blackness.  The dove flew toward a shrub, a tea olive full of late 

blooms more fragrant than honeysuckle.  Olivia stood in the perfumed air watching as a 

second dove, with darker markings than the first, passed a twig to his mate, who 

disappeared between the old shrub’s thick branches.  Olivia knelt on the sidewalk and 

looked up into the bush.  The sun, nearly overhead, shone brilliantly through its branches.  

Olivia shielded her eyes and thought of the Ethiopian cab driver who told her once that 

when his people worship they open parasols to shield themselves from the exquisite glory 

of angels.  Her eyes shaded, Olivia searched for the dove.  Near the top of the tea olive 

she saw the underside of a half-formed nest. 

 

 

 


