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 Chapter 1






A breeze
drifted into her room from the open window. Sherry pulled the
blankets up tighter to her chin as she slept. Her hand swept
absently through the empty spot beside her. The crease in the
mattress still held Chris’s shape but hadn’t been warmed by his
body in months. Often, her dreams included him, but lately they
turned cold and dismal.


Tonight’s dream was no exception. The lilies that lined her
garden were quickly wilting. Grass that was once green lay
yellowing and crispy on her lawn. As she floated into her home the
dreamy haze surrounded her, clouding her view of Baker’s Farm
beyond her house.

As she
proceeded through the kitchen, Sherry could feel the hair on her
forearms suddenly stand up. The chill felt down her spine was
juxtaposed by the inherent heat enveloping her. Looking downward
she gasped; smoke was billowing around the room. It followed as she
made her way to the upper floor. The smell scorched her lungs as
she strived to get to the room at the end of the hallway, where her
daughter lay.

To her
relief, Denise was sleeping soundly, undisturbed by the flames
licking up the sides of her bed. Following her instincts, Sherry
reached to scoop her daughter up and run, but something stopped
her. Under the cloud of gray smoke at her feet was a man’s hand. It
pulled at her ankle, preventing her from reaching out.


Suddenly, Denise’s eyes fluttered open. As she witnessed the
flames and smoke engulfing her room, she cried out. But her cries
fell on deaf ears. It was as if all the wind had been taken from
her. No sound would come. Sherry tried to break free from the hand,
grasping her seemingly from the depths of hell, but her attempts
were futile.

Sherry
watched as her seven-year-old continued mutely screaming for help,
when suddenly the screams were replaced by the shrieking beeps of
an alarm. Bolting upright, she pounded her fist on the alarm clock
and wiped her face. It was beaded with sweat and her sheets were
soaked.

“Jesus Christ,” she swore, pulling her feet down onto the cold
wood-planked floor.


Swallowing, Sherry managed to catch her breath. The house was
quiet. All that could be heard was the chirping of morning doves as
they prattled amongst the trees, waiting for sunrise. Staring at
her shaking hands, Sherry observed the tan line where her wedding
ring once rested. Looking at her jewellery box, she walked over and
sat at her dressing table, glancing into the antique
mirror.

The face
that was once adorned with smiles looked back at her, shadowed with
grief and anxiety in the form of wrinkles and bags. Her body, that
had once been touched tenderly, would never again feel love or new
life. Feet that would never dance with a partner again, lay flat
against the hard floor. She took the wedding band from the box and
placed it on her finger, giving herself permission to pretend for
another day.

Hearing
a voice, Sherry rose and padded over to Denise’s room. She heard
the voice again and walked faster. Could this be it? Has the day
finally come? Sherry asked herself, trying to calm the fluttering
in her belly. Her heart sank as she opened the door and saw her
daughter, lying fast asleep, with her talking Elmo doll wedged
against her body, chattering inadvertently.

Sherry
chided herself for believing. Today wouldn’t be the day. And
probably tomorrow wouldn’t be, either. But one day she knew it
would happen. One day it wouldn’t just be in her dreams.


 











































 Chapter 2






The
leaves on the trees were green and lush with spring. Morning had
greeted them kindly with warm sunlight and a fresh breeze. Sherry
winded her window down further and rested her hand on the door of
her beat up Eldorado, letting her fingers weave through the air as
she made her way up the long country road to the school.

Long,
brown ringlets bounced up and down, riding the wind as it flowed
through her hair. Sherry looked back and saw Denise’s hair doing
the same and she smiled proudly.

“I put peanut butter sandwiches in yer lunch today, darlin’,
with the crusts cut off, just the way you like ‘em.”

Denise
continued straightening her bear’s outfit, without a response to
her mother.

Turning
into the school, Sherry waved to her friend Martha, who was
dropping off her son.

“Oh, look, there’s Luke.” she pointed.

Denise
spotted Luke, Martha’s son, and waved to him politely. Unfastening
her seat belt, Denise bent forward, stepping out of her booster
seat, and onto the floor of the car, where her mother waited to
embrace her.

“Bye bye sweetie. I’ll see ya later.”

Denise
kissed her mother and walked into the school without looking back,
carefully ensuring that her bear was tucked by her side.

“How’s she doin’?” Martha asked, giving Luke a playful goodbye
tap on the bottom as he joined Denise in line with the rest of the
class.

“Good. No more fever. Dr. Baker gave her the good stuff.”
Sherry crossed her arms over her chest.

“She’s got a little glint in her eye today, don’t she?” Martha
noticed, walking up to Sherry’s side.

“Yeah. She almost smiled at me on the way here.”

“It’ll come,” Martha said as if by rote, pulling her purse over
her shoulder. “It’s been almost two years now, hasn’t
it?”

Sherry
nodded, not looking up. “Come summer.”

“She been up to the Baker’s farm lately? Ned’s built a
conservatory for the butterflies.”

“Yeah. That’s how I found out about the bear,” Sherry explained
matter-of-factly.

“The bear?”

Sherry
looked up and pointed at Denise’s little purse and the bear
sticking out of it, like a lone traveler secretly placed in her
luggage to avoid entrance fees.

“Rainy Day Bear. That’s how I found out she wanted the bear for
her birthday.”

Martha’s
brow furrowed. “And how did ya find out about that?”

“Because she told one of the butterflies.”







***






“Great Scott!” Ned Baker shouted, darting out of his chair.
“Who is this little princess strollin’ up the walkway?” He looked
over at his wife Kate, who was sitting on the porch in her wooden
rocker knitting what appeared to be a baby bonnet. “Hand me a
lollipop,” he instructed. “One o’ the ones with the candy in the
middle...the good ones.” He smiled, gesturing her to
hurry.

“Ned, for heaven’s sake,” Kate scolded, reaching behind her to
the large pink plastic candy bowl they kept on their porch for
passers-by. “Better ask her momma first.”

Denise
and Sherry were walking up the gravel pathway to the house,
carrying a basket full of torn stale bread.

“We came to feed the ducks again,” Sherry explained, scooting
Denise up towards Ned, who was walking proudly down the hill
towards the young girl. His knees bent further with each step,
stooping down to Denise’s level. When he reached the little girl,
his toothy grin and proffered lollipop forced an ear-to-ear smile
across Denise’s face.

“Absolutely, love, they’ve been waitin’.” Kate rose, setting
down the knitting on her rocker. “You can help feed the
butterflies, too, if you can spare the time.”

“Absolutely, Kate. I’m sure she’d love to.”

“How ya doin’ today, sweetheart?” Kate’s arm was over Sherry’s
shoulders. “You looked downright pale this mornin’.”

“I’m fine. Thanks again for gettin’ hold of Doug so fast
yesterday. He’s a lifesaver.”

Doug,
Ned and Kate’s son, was the town doctor. Sherry called him
yesterday after receiving a call from Denise’s school, reporting
that she was burning up with fever.

Kate
gestured Sherry into the house. “No trouble, dear. Can I get ya
some tea?”

“Sure. Have you got chamomile?”

Kate
reached for the box of chamomile tea in the cupboard above the
sink.

“Sarah was by earlier; the beauty parlor must a been slow
today.”

“Did she come for your cinnamon rolls? I swear this baby of
hers has given her the nose of a hound.”

“Yeah, she took my last one. Ate my apple dumplings, too. I’ll
make a fresh batch later.” She waved casually, scrunching her
nose.

The
kettle began to boil and Kate poured two small mugs
full.

“Doug says Dr. Graham thinks Denise is goin’ to hit a tippin’
point soon,” Kate said cautiously, handing her the tea.

“He says it won’t take much. She’s come a long way in the last
year,” Sherry agreed.

“Whaddya think it’ll take?”

Sherry
scoffed, taking a sip of tea. “If I knew that I could pull her out
of treatment.”

“Sorry, love, I didn’t mean to pry.” Kate placed her hands on
Sherry’s and changed the subject. “Ya hear they’re puttin’ in a new
hospital?”

“No. It’s about time. Poor Doug’s been tellin’ me for years
that the hospital’s too small.”

“That’s right. This town’s grown twice its size in the last ten
years.”

“I remember,” Sherry said, “when they built the Food Mart over
there on Carlaw Street. Ned just about had a coronary.”

Kate
grinned. “I’ve never seen that man run so fast.” She shook her
head. “Nothin’ stops him when it comes to this farm. It took him a
week to get ‘em to buy their goods from us.”

“Now that Marty and Liz run it, you guys can’t keep up with
‘em.”

“Yep. We’ve got more cattle, pigs and chickens now than I’ve
ever had…even since I was a girl.”

“So where’s the hospital goin’?”

Kate
turned away from Sherry quickly, fumbling through the drawer,
looking for her oven mitts. “Just up the way here.” She mumbled,
pointing absently at the overhead window.

Sherry’s
brow furrowed. “Up the way where? Closer to me or the other
way…towards Sarah’s place?”

“Err…on the other side of the farm.”

“Whaddya mean? Over towards the main highway? Where the…where
the road’s been closed?”

“It hasn’t been made official.” Kate turned to face her,
speaking apologetically. “They may put it over by Sarah’s. Ned says
they’re still negotiatin’, but I wanted you to know. So ya wouldn’t
be surprised if it came about.”

Sherry
sat silently for a moment. “How long?”

“Ned said the town is goin’ to hold another meetin’ in a
month’s time. I didn’t want to tell ya but Ned said it’s for the
best. He made me promise I’d tell ya after Denise’s birthday; he
didn’t want ya upset for that.”

“I guess it was goin’ to happen some day,” Sherry sighed
regretfully. “They can’t keep that road closed forever just for
me.”

Kate
walked over to Sherry and took her hands. “Maybe it’s a sign,
sweetie.” She rubbed the back of Sherry’s hands with her fingers.
“God’s tellin’ ya it’s time to let go.”







 





































 Chapter 3






“Knock knock!” Sarah sang from the other side of the porch
door. “I brought goodies!”

Sarah’s
swelling belly was covered with a sweaty t-shirt. It looked like
paper mache pasted on an oversized balloon. Her belly button was
beginning to protrude. She waddled her way in through the unlocked
screen door. The cotton skirt nearly caught in the
doorframe.

“We’re just up here!” Sherry called from the second
floor.

“You want some tea?” Sarah asked, opening the cabinet door
above the sink. Her short pony tail bobbed every time she
moved.

“Sure.” Sherry sauntered down the steps, pulling her unruly
brown curls into a bun on top of her head. “I just finished bathin’
Denise. She’s up there playin’ while her hair dries.”

Sherry
peeked out of the curtains on her kitchen door, pressing her ample
chest against the cool wood. “Where’s Mark?”

“Oh honey, he’s watchin’ some sports thang on television.”
Sarah stuck her index finger in her mouth and made a face, feigning
a gag. Her long fingernails nearly reached the back of her throat.
“I don’t know what makes me more nauseous, the smell of anchovies
on his damn pizza or the sound of thousands of angry sports fans
howlin’ at the crappy players.”

Glancing
at her best friend’s newly colored red hair, Sherry’s face twisted
into a smile.

“At least they have nice behinds,” Sarah added.

Sherry
blushed. “Did Mark even notice ya left?”

Sarah
filled the kettle with water.

“He’ll notice when he runs outta chips.”

“Why? Doesn’t he know where you keep ‘em?”

Sarah
took a sugar square out of the container on the counter and popped
it into her mouth.

“He’ll notice because there ain’t any left.” She pointed at
herself proudly. “I ate ‘em.”

Giving
her an evaluating glance, Sherry commented. “Girl, how have ya not
gained a hundred pounds? God, when I was carryin’ Denise, I drank
water and got fat.”

Sarah
waved like it was nothing. “I work it off.”

“What, at the salon? You gettin’ busier lately?” Sherry tucked
a loose curl behind her ear.

“Huh! Are you kiddin’ me?” Sarah yelled. “Mary barely lets me
lift a finger around there.” She tutted. “Na, it’s my hormones. Me
and Mark have sex like twice a night. The sweaty kind, ya know?”
her face scrunched.

“Really?” Sherry’s brow rose, filling the tea pot and pouring
two mugs full. “God, I faked sleep all the time when I was carryin’
Denise.”

“Mark tries. But if he ain’t snoring…”

Sherry
almost spat a mouthful of tea out. “I gotta go check on Denise.”
Her face was red.

A little
while later Sherry came back downstairs, having changed into a
short cotton house dress. “Out like a light.”

“Must be the medicine.” Sarah offered, and then changed the
subject. “So, did ya hear about the new hospital
comin’?”

“Yeah, Kate mentioned it earlier.”

“I was kinda hopin’ it would be built before junior here
arrives, but I don’t see that happenin’ unless they do an express
build.”

“Come on, it takes sometimes years to build somethin’ like
that. You’ll be workin’ on your second before that’s finally
erected.”

“So did Kate tell you where it was going to be?”

Sherry
leaned her chin on her hand. “Apparently the jury’s still out on
that.”

Sarah
shook her head, as if preparing to argue. “Now listen, I love ya
honey, but regardless of what happens with that damn hospital, it’s
time to move on.” Sarah rubbed her stomach and Sherry watched it
twitch slightly as the baby moved around. “Now, Ned and Kate made
me keep it from ya for this long, but it’s not healthy.” She
stopped to take a sip of tea. “For Denise or for you.”

Lifting
her head off her hand, Sherry looked speculatively at Sarah. “What
do ya suggest I do? It’s not that easy to forget.”

Sarah
lowered the leg she had dangling off the side of the chair. “I’m
not askin’ you to forget. That’s impossible. But as your best
friend, I’m tellin’ ya it’s time to start thinkin’ ‘bout the
future, not the past.”

They sat
and sipped their tea for a minute in silence.

“You still in therapy?” Sarah asked.

“You know I am,” Sherry answered flatly.

“Good. Stay in it.” Sarah rose and walked to the entrance door.
She slipped the set of keys off the hook with her long fingernail
and passed them to Sherry. “Go for a drive. I’ll stay here with
Denise. It’ll be fine.”

Sherry
looked down at her hand and clasped her keys gently. “I’m not sure
I’m ready yet. Don’t I get time to think about this?”

Sarah
lifted her arms. “So if yer not ready, yer not ready,” she
insisted. “There’s only one way to find out.”







***






His
hands were interlaced in hers as she pushed the stroller with one
hand down the boardwalk. Seagulls soared overhead and dive-bombed
down as Denise screeched with glee, grasping her half-melted cherry
popsicle in one hand, and her Elmo doll in the other. “Mommy!
Birds!” she pointed excitedly.

Chris
playfully shoved Sherry away so he could push the carriage. Sherry
watched him race her around. Denise laughed so hard she dropped her
popsicle.

Sherry
hollered. “She should have been a boy!”

“Maybe next time.” Chris shrugged, slowing the stroller. “We
live in a small town.” His index finger was on his chin as if in
deep thought. “We’ll have five more…one of ‘em is bound to be a
boy.”

“Are you serious?” Sherry blurted. “You want to have six
kids?”

“I’m a lawyer.” Chris buffed his nails on his shirt. “We can
afford it.”

“Mommy? How come butterflies are so much prettier than
seagulls?” Denise asked, watching the birds fly
overhead.

Chris
interrupted from behind. “Because butterflies pollinate the pretty
flowers and seagulls just eat fish…and…other stuff.” He said
cautiously, sensing his wife’s glare.

Denise
smiled at Chris. “Can I have a butterfly?”

“You mean…for a pet?” Chris asked. “We’ll see.” He closed one
eye and put his index finger on his nose. “Maybe Daddy will get ya
a special one that can live in yer bedroom.”

Denise
beamed. “A purple one.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Sherry’s
reverie was broken by a car honking behind her. She’d come to a
full stop but didn’t signal, like she was indecisive about her next
move. The frustrated driver rolled past and then she turned into
the abandoned strip of road ahead.

The
orange and black-checkered road closure sign was slightly bent and
hanging off to the side from the bad storm the previous year.
Sherry parked next to the sign and froze, recounting a
conversation.

“In this small town, we’re worth more dead than alive, Sherry,”
Chris mused.

“Don’t talk like that, honey. You made vows to me and I to you.
We’re not allowed to leave each other.” Her finger was pointing at
him the way her mother used to point at her when she’d misbehaved
as a child.

“Seriously. Why do you have to have such a big insurance
policy, anyway? Yer only twenty five.”

“I’m a lawyer, sweetie.” His tone changed. “I see people left
with nothin’ every day. I won’t see my family suffer like
that.”

“So why don’t we enjoy some of the money we have now? Why do we
have to scrimp and save like this all the time? We have more money
in our savings than my parents had their entire lives.”

“If we want a big family, we need to plan,” he said simply.
“This house is small and we’ll be trippin’ over each other after
two or three.” He cleared his throat. “The housin’ market here is
slim and if we need a bigger house, it’s goin’ to cost us a lot. We
need to save for it now.”

“Alright. But we’re redecoratin’ Denise’s room this week. You
promised,” she warned.

“That’s right, Daddy, you promised,” Denise said, entering the
room, carrying a stuffed purple butterfly.

Chris
lifted her into his lap. “And let me guess how you’d like it
decorated...” He looked down at her plush toy. “With
butterflies?”

Denise’s
face lit up. “Can I?”

“I don’t see why not.”

Sherry
pulled up beside the ditch and cut the engine. She looked into the
sky and was welcomed with twilight. The clouds were deep purple and
the sun was trying to peek at her from behind the horizon, glaring
into her deep blue eyes. Trees were waving slowly with the light
spring breeze and she swore she heard a voice flowing by her ear,
whispering to her.

Looking
at the desolate area she got a chill down her spine. Every time she
visited, it refreshed her memory of one of the most horrific
moments in her life. Masochistically, she kept coming
back.

“Take Denise and go get help,” Chris insisted. “I don’t want
her to see me like this.”

“But I can’t leave you,” she sobbed. “You’re
bleedin’.”

The gash
above his left temple was slowly trickling blood down his face,
leaving a line that looked like a valley on a road map.

“Sherry, we’re not far from the Baker’s farm. Go, take Denise
and run for help. Ned and Kate will know what to do.”

Sherry
looked back at her daughter, sobbing so hard she had hiccups. The
driver’s side door frame was wedged up against Chris’s skull,
preventing him from moving.

He
winced. “I need you to go now, Sherry. I need help; I’m slippin’
away.”

Quickly,
Sherry lifted herself up, cursing her husband for taking a detour.
As she opened the door, it creaked. The tree that had fallen on the
car still dangled from its roots. Sherry opened the passenger side
door and scooped her shaken daughter from the vehicle.

“I love you. I’ll be right back,” she told Chris and began
running, as fast as she could, towards Baker’s farm.

Looking
up at the gravel path she could almost see her harried footprints
from that day. Her feet barely touched the ground she ran so fast,
holding Denise in her arms, scarcely aware of how heavy she
was.

When
they returned in Ned Baker’s pickup truck, Sherry instructed Denise
to stay in the vehicle. Chris’s head lay on the side of the door,
leaning lazily, as though he was rested at a stop light. Something
was different; his eyes were open but unfocused. Sherry let out a
loud shriek.

To her
horror, Denise walked over to the side of the car and climbed under
the tree trunk. She stood, staring at her father’s lifeless body,
seemingly unaware that he was dead. The young woman watched her
daughter hold out her hand while a purple butterfly landed on her
finger, perching with its wings intermittently swaying in and out.
She called out to Denise but the child was silent…she had remained
silent ever since.

Sherry
ran her hand along the sign and glanced over at the sawed-off tree
trunk, the only thing that changed since the accident. The town
decided to close that road indefinitely, it had always been a
dangerous detour that Ned and Kate tried to get closed for years,
knowing some day it would be the cause of someone’s
demise.

Chris
was buried in the town cemetery, but she could never bring herself
to visit. Her mother-in-law turned it into some floufy-coufy
miniature garden, where she always had a candle lit and a picture
of him as a boy enshrined in the background. It gave her the
creeps. This little sanctuary was hers. She didn’t change it except
for the wreath she placed at the face of the tree trunk.

Her
wedding band, still hugging her finger after all, was a constant
reminder. It made her feel married; she liked that. Their wedding
picture never left her purse since his death nearly two years
ago.

Tires
were crackling down the gravel road as Sherry lifted her head,
drying her tears. Ned Baker smiled apologetically as he approached.
He spoke gently.

“Sorry love, Sarah’s been worried about ya. Personally, I think
she’s just hungry and I know you ain’t got the best food supply
over there.” He watched Sherry smile thinly and added “Come on, hop
in. I’ll get your car home to ya later, love.”







 





































 Chapter 4






Lina
Groves walked into Peach Tree Clothing. Her fingers were painted
cherry red and her dress was at least one size too small, hugging
her chubby frame. The beehive hairdo atop her head was bleached
platinum, creating too much contrast to her crimson
lips.


Strutting by Sherry, Lina gave her an evaluating once-over,
enough to make an ugly person’s skin crawl. “Greg been by here
today?”

“Not that I’ve seen.”

Greg,
Lina’s husband, had a crush on Sherry since before Lina came into
the picture. It seemed men who Lina favored over the years were
also into Sherry, something Lina had never been able to deal with
despite Sherry’s nonchalance.

“He said he’d stop by and pick up this dress I
like.”

Sherry
continued pricing summer dresses, her sticker machine clicking as
she spoke. “Did ya put it on hold?”

“No need,” Lina waved casually. “He knows my size.”

“Did ya wanna pick it out yerself?”

Lina
rolled her eyes, clucking her tongue like a chicken. “Now, if I
went around buyin’ everythin’ I wanted to all the time, just how
would my husband buy me anything?”

“It was just a thought, save him a trip.”

“Huh! Like you don’t want to see him,” she muttered, perusing
the pajama rack, pushing garments around viciously on the metal
bar.

“What’s that, hon?” Leon, Sherry’s co-worker, appeared from the
back room. “Who don’t you wanna see?”

Lina
eyed a flannel nightie, ignoring Leon’s question. “Do you have this
in a…err…nine?”

Studying
the nightie, Leon raised a speculative brow at Lina. “I’m sure we
do.” He gestured her over to the fitting rooms, mouthing to Sherry
behind his hand. “Grab me a ten and a twelve.”

Leon was
in his thirties and better dressed than anyone Sherry had ever
known, male or female. His light blond hair was always slicked back
tightly in a short bob that ended at the nape of his neck. One
piece from his cowlick always found its way out by day’s end, and
by then he would twirl it around his index finger while
conversing.

“God, we need a Jenny Craig in this plaza,” Leon huffed,
selecting a different pair of pajamas for Lina.

Sherry
pursed her lips, trying not to burst out laughing when Lina emerged
from the change room. She looked displeased.

“Damn Barbie doll sizes! My boobs don’t fit in the cups! Oh,
just forget about the damn things!” She stormed out of Peach Tree
Clothing.

Leon
watched her stomp down the plaza walkway from the front door. “Well
if your boobs didn’t fall down to your ass, we wouldn’t have a
problem, now would we?” He watched her plod into the pizza place on
the corner. “Yeah, like that’s what you need right now.”

“Cut it out,” Sherry rebuked. “Her husband likes her
fat.”

“Honey, I don’t understand straight people,” he said
matter-of-factly, with his hands firmly on his hips. “I like my men
lean and firm.”

His
consternation was cut short by the sound of sirens. Sherry dropped
her pricing machine and joined Leon at the door. “How many is
it?”

“I don’t know. It sounds like at least one, anyway.”

“Where’s it headed?”

They
stood silent, gauging where the fire was. “I see the lights just
over there,” Leon pointed.

Sherry
surveyed the mall, traffic seemed at a stand still. People normally
milling around had stopped to listen. Wade Thomas, the barber next
door, appeared.

“I heard there’s a fire over by the school.”

Sherry’s
heart thumped in her chest. “Which school?”

“I believe the one that little Denise goes to if I’m not
mistaken,” Wade said, his Southern drawl keeping his tone
calm.

“Go,” Leon ordered to Sherry. “I’ll watch the
store.”

“Thanks.” Sherry grabbed her purse and keys from behind the
counter, racing to her car parked out front.

Her
heart pounded harder as the engine roared. She missed a light and
impatiently waited for it to turn green before speeding straight
down the street where her daughter’s school was. A fluffy grey
cloud of billowing smoke led the way to the parking lot of the
school.

There
was a consistent din of chatter when Sherry arrived. Martha, Luke’s
mom, made eye contact and walked toward Sherry in the busy parking
lot.

“It’s just a fire in the garbage container.” She pointed at the
large steel bin encompassing the last quarter of the
playground.

The bin
was aflame, the blaze so strong it almost reached the side of the
building ten feet behind. Two fire trucks encircled the area, one
dousing the fire, the other on standby. The truck putting out the
fire had a fireman hoisted up the ladder, aiming cold water into
the metal receptacle.

“Alan thinks it was set off with an accelerant,” Martha
explained with obvious concern. “It caught too fast for it to be
from a cigarette butt or the like.”

Alan,
the Fire Marshall, was a well known and respected man in town. He
and his wife supported every charity and fundraiser coordinated by
Reverend Telly, the church’s pastor.

“Jesus,” Sherry exhaled, running her fingers through her hair.
“Are they gonna evacuate?”

“Not as far as I know. The kids are safer inside now that
they’ve got it under control. Alan says to stick around though,
just in case.”

Once the
fire was out, the second fire truck pulled away with half the
firemen, while the other men cleaned up the area. Alan stopped
midway to the pumper to discuss something with his men, before
coming over to talk to Martha and Sherry.

“I think we’ve got it out. Should be fine now.”

“Did anyone see who set it off?” Martha asked.

“Naw. Some kids skippin’ class is my guess,” Alan surmised.
“We’ll have a talk over at the high school and see if there’s
anyone might’ve been missin’ from period five history or
somethin’.”

Alan
tipped his head gallantly before leaving. Martha returned to her
car, as Sherry stood by her Eldorado, watching the firemen clean
up. A plume of smoke still billowed from the trash can, leaving a
revolting stench in the surrounding air. It took all her courage
not to march into the school and bring her daughter
home.

The
whole scene reminded Sherry of something. She tried not to think
about it but the young widow was cursed with a powerful memory.
When it came to her she had a shiver up her spine and quickly slid
into her car, as though avoiding a chill. Despite the summer heat,
Sherry was compelled to close the windows as she drove back to
Peach Tree Clothing.







***






Sherry
sat on the porch with Denise, icing cupcakes for the church bake
sale as Ned Baker walked by. He leaned his elbow on the wooden
banister at the bottom step.

“I hear you’re fixin’ to make some sweets for me, hmm?” he
addressed Denise. The kindergartner held one of her cupcakes up
high, its pink icing readying to dribble down the side. “Ah, did
you need someone to sample one for ya? ‘Cause ya know, I’d be
willin’ to make the sacrifice.” His left hand was over his
heart.

She
handed him the cake and he squished it in his mouth, giving her a
thumbs up, chewing with exaggerated intensity while Denise
giggled.

“Reverend Telly’ll sure love these!” he said when his mouth was
empty. Denise took a napkin from the pile beside her as he bent
down so she could wipe the side of his mouth, where his long grey
beard caught a few morsels. “Thanks, love. Can I trouble ya for a
glass of water?”

Sherry
gave her a little pat on the behind as she scurried into the
house.

Ned
rested a boot on the bottom step. “They’re holdin’ the town meetin’
on Thursday. Ya think you can make it? They’ll be discussin’ Golt’s
Road and the new hospital among other things.”

“Sure. I can get Sarah to sit with Denise for me. She hates
going to those things anyhow.”

“You can bring the little dumplin’ too, dear. She’s no mind,”
he said as Denise appeared with a tall glass of water and ice.
“Thanks, doll,” he winked. Denise walked down the stairs, heading
for the backyard, to play on her swings. Ned lowered his voice,
slipping his head around to make sure Denise was out of earshot.
“She’s okay? From the fire at the school I mean?”

“Oh yeah, I don’t think they saw anything. Her class was in the
library on the other side at the time.”

“Oh good, good.”

Sherry
continued icing the cupcakes as Ned waved to a few people walking
by.

“She talkin’ much at all yet?”

“No. Just the same.”

“She’s not had any more of them bad spells, has
she?”

“No, she’s due soon, though,” Sherry warned. “Dr. Malcolm
teaches her relaxation techniques and aversion therapy. But nothin’
is guaranteed.”

Ned
shook his head, his face was pained. “She sure likes ‘em
butterflies, I tell ya.” Ned grabbed a blade of grass from the
uneven patch of lawn at his feet, placing it between his teeth.
“Little darlin’ had a whole conversation with ‘em last time I heard
her,” he spoke dreamily, while looking up at the sky. “She talks
like an angel, you know.”

Sherry
hesitated. “I know. Before Chris died, she talked up a storm. She
had a little...peanut voice.”

“I only wish you’d a heard her.” Ned’s words were apologetic.
“Maybe if you got her a stuffed one, ya know? Ya think she’d talk
to one?”

Sherry
tried to hide her disappointment. “No, we tried that, remember? It
only works with real ones. The therapist seems to think she’s
sufferin’ from post-traumatic stress disorder.”

Ned
stood up straight, discarding the blade of grass. “Ya don’t
say.”

Sherry
set the last cupcake down and sat up taller. “It’s called
transference. She believes Chris and butterflies are connected.
She’ll only feel safe talking to them until she sees that there’s
no real relationship between the dead and an insect. It’s a coping
mechanism.”

“One hell of a therapist you’ve got her, I’d say.” Ned cocked
his head to the side, impressed. “But does he ever say how long
it’ll be until she can talk again? Has she lost the skill for it by
now?”

“No. Children learn almost their entire vocabulary by age five,
and as you’ve heard yourself, she can speak well. It’s the fear
to.”

“Will she be able to read and write?”

“She can write just fine and readin’, well, she understands the
words and the story in a book, she just doesn’t verbalize
anything.”

“And how do you know all that? Don’t ya ever wonder?” Ned’s
face was scrunched with concern.

“Her instructors are trained to teach special needs kids way
worse than Denise.”

“Well thank the good Lord for that.” Ned drew in a deep breath,
“I best be going. I promised Kate I’d clean the pig pen before
supper.” He poked his head in the yard to wave goodbye to Denise.
Sherry watched the old farmer’s face fall when he tried to tell her
he’d see her later but she didn’t respond. Part of her heart
crumbled every time that happened.







 





































 Chapter 5






Sherry
was packing up the last of Denise’s lunch when she heard a knock at
the front door. “It’s open!”

“You been bakin’?” Sarah’s nose was high in the air as she
snaked her head inside the door.

“Last night.” Sherry chuckled. “Cupcakes for the bake sale. You
goin’?”

“Do cows go moo?” Sarah joked, opening the refrigerator. “Got
any milk? I’m out.”

“Carton. In the back.” Sarah poured a cup of milk, standing by
the door.

“I’m not keepin’ ya am I?”

Sherry
glanced at her watch. “I’ve got a half hour.”

There
was a half-eaten bowl of cereal on the table and a small plate with
toast crumbs and a banana peel on it.

“She’s hungry this mornin’.” Sarah tipped her chin towards the
dishes.

“Yeah. Finally got her appetite back. Doug said it’d be a
couple of days.”

“Did you eat?” Sarah asked, giving her an evaluating glance.
“Looks like you’re losin’ weight.”

“I had a smoothie while I did my hair.” Sherry lifted the dirty
cup out of the sink as proof.

Sarah
ignored her and changed the subject. “You goin’ to the town hall
meetin’ tomorrow night?”

“Yeah. Ned asked.”

“Need me to mind Denise?”

“Sure. You ain’t busy?”

“Honey, the last thing I want to do is go to some hot, sweaty
town hall meetin’ and listen to guys with bigger bellies than mine
yell at each other over dog licenses and street names.”

“Well in that case.” Sherry put Denise’s dishes in the sink,
leaving the sentence open. “Mark won’t mind?”

“Hell, he’ll be there,” Sarah squeaked. “Who’d y’all think I
was talkin’ about? Mark’s belly’s twice the size of mine.” She
opened the door and kissed the air, saying goodbye. “See ya
later.”







***






Kate was
shepherding the freshly-washed pigs into the pen as Sherry drove
by, taking Denise to school. She looked in her rear-view mirror and
checked to see that nobody was behind her before stopping. “I see
Ned did as he was told, did he?” She shouted out the
window.

“Damn right, dear. He’s been in trainin’ for over thirty-five
years. He’s no amateur.” Kate waved to Denise, who smiled back
shyly. “Your parents comin’ down this summer?”

“Should be here the week after school’s out.”

“You hear they didn’t find the one who started the fire at the
school yet, eh?” Kate motioned in the direction of the school. “Too
many damn divorcees moving into town,” she grumbled. “Kids need two
parents for direction. No offense.” Her right hand rose
defensively.

Sherry
disregarded the comment. “A little church don’t hurt, either,” she
offered. “You comin’ to the bake sale later?”

“Once all the hands get here. Baked enough to feed an army last
night. Surprised I’ve got flour left,” she laughed,
good-naturedly.

“See you there.” Sherry drove away, tapping her horn
twice.

Another
mother, Karen, was dropping her daughter Lisa off as Sherry arrived
at the school.

“Crazy fire yesterday, wasn’t it?” Karen said.

“Yeah. Thankfully nobody got hurt.”

Denise
took Lisa’s hand as they walked into the school. Lisa could talk a
little, but she was hearing impaired. Both mothers
waved.

“Have fun at school.”

“I hear Alan couldn’t get any eyewitnesses, eh?” Karen said
conversationally.

“That’s what Ned told me last night.”

“It’s strange,” Karen added. “We haven’t had any trouble with
kids around this town in a while. Wonder what’s causing
it.”

Sherry
scoffed. “Kate seems to think it’s the recent divorcees moving into
town.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised,” Karen cautioned. “Jenny Martin’s young
Kevin is trouble. He’s causin’ fights over at the park on Walker
St. enough. My Michael had to drag him home to her the other night.
He told her she’d best be keepin’ watch on him even though he’s
nearly twelve.”

“Oh, really?”

Karen
nodded matter-of-factly. “Father left five years ago and she’s been
datin’ everybody’s uncle ever since. Way to screw up her
boy.”

Sherry
scrunched up her face. “Did Alan go over and ask where he was
yesterday?”

“Of course. He was in school. Surprised me. I wouldn’t put
settin’ fires past him.” Karen adjusted her purse. “Gotta get to
work. Meetin’ at nine.” She glanced at her watch “Catcha at church
later.”

“See ya.”

Sherry
didn’t get past the front door at Peach Tree Clothing, when Leon
rushed up to her.

“Please girl, save me.” He handed her a coin like he was
passing a secret note. “Coffee. Now.” He waltzed away as she walked
out the door, smiling bashfully.

When
Sherry entered the café, a new girl about her age was standing
behind the counter. She was attractive but not perfect; there was a
crescent-shaped scar extending from the side of her mouth, towards
her chin. The girl’s name tag read ‘Jenny’. Sherry offered her
hand.

“Jenny Martin, right?” Jenny smiled, giving Sherry’s hand a
soft pump. “I’m Sherry Little. I live up beside Baker’s
Farm?”


Recognition crossed Jenny’s eyes as her face lit up. “Your
young one goes to the same school as Karen Stainer’s girl, right?
Little Lisa?”

“That’s right. Denise is in Lisa’s class.”

“Nice to meet you. Can I get you a coffee or tea?” Jenny said
warmly. “I just started workin’ here the other day.”

Sherry
smiled. “Vern mentioned he’d be hirin’ since Mitchell’s goin’ away
for the summer.”

“He’s leavin’ tomorrow. Been trainin’ me the last coupla
days.”

Sherry
spoke carefully. “Where’s your little one go to school?” She
avoided eye contact by examining the donuts and pastries in the
display case below.

“Oh, mine ain’t little,” Jenny waved. “He’ll be twelve at the
end of the summer. He goes to the public school on the other side
of the hill.” Jenny’s face darkened. “He was real upset yesterday.
To think they’d accuse my Kevin of settin’ a fire! Heaven knows
where they got the idea from. He’s a good boy,” she insisted. “His
daddy left five years ago and I’ve been on my own, but he’s stayed
out of trouble so far.” Jenny looked at Sherry and cocked her head
to the side. “Well, you know what it’s like raisin’ a young one on
your own, right?”

“I do,” Sherry agreed; feeling slightly uncomfortable with
Jenny’s openness.

Jenny
continued. “Now, I don’t want to speak out of turn, but some people
just get the wrong idea about my Kevin.” Her nose turned up
slightly. “He sticks up for himself, that’s one thing his daddy
taught him before he took off. If people take that as him being
aggressive, well, that’s their problem.” Satisfied with her
statement, Jenny patted the counter. She grinned at Sherry. “Now,
enough about that, what can I get you?”

“Coffee. Black, no sugar.”

“Comin’ right up.”

Sherry
turned, hoping nobody was in earshot of Jenny’s proud declaration.
She saw a familiar figure coming into the café: Lina Groves. She
wanted desperately to hurry Jenny along, but it was too late, Lina
spotted her and marched in with her nose in the air.

“Greg couldn’t come by yesterday, he was makin’ a sale,” she
announced; her chest puffing out.

“Oh yeah? Which house did he sell?” Sherry asked with pasted-on
interest.

“The Berkshire’s,” she boasted. “Sold for twice as much as
yours is worth.” Lina was smug. “He made enough commission to buy
me ten of those damn dresses.”

“Congratulations.”

Lina
bent over to fix the strap on her shiny leather sandal. “That’s the
diff’rence between makin’ commission and livin’ on a retainer,” she
said as a deliberate jibe to Sherry’s late husband, who was a
lawyer.

Sherry
ignored Lina’s snide remark. “Tell Greg I said hi.”

“I’m sure you’d love that,” Lina murmured under her breath as
she walked away, purposely swaying her plump hips.

“Here’s your coffee, Sherry.” Jenny handed her the Styrofoam
cup and Sherry gave her the coin, “Keep the change.”

“Thanks,” Jenny said as she dropped the change into the tip jar
on the counter. “Have a nice day.”







***






Sherry
pulled up to the church as Kate waved at her from a trestle table
close to the parking lot. The table was full of cupcakes and
cookies.

“How ya doin’, love? Beautiful day, ain’t it?” Kate
greeted.

“Any hotter ‘n my cupcakes will melt,” Sherry said, opening the
trunk of her Eldorado.

“We should have a good turnout. Reverend Telly told the
congregation at Clearview about it, too. Should go
fast.”

Reverend
Telly recognized faces and waved. His gaze moved to Kate and
Sherry.

“Sherry!” he shouted. “Good to see you! Where’s
Denise?”

“Oh, she’s still at school. Martha’s bringing her
afterward.”

“Sounds good. Can I give you a hand?” he offered.


Pandemonium started as families pulled up, selecting treats
and then mingling with the volunteers. Everyone from Lina and Greg
Groves to Marty and Liz from the Food Mart showed up to give
support. Sherry stood behind the table, tending to the cash, and
beamed with pride watching everyone open their hearts and wallets
for a local cause.

“Are ya meltin’ yet?” Sarah startled Sherry as she snuck up and
placed the last bit of money into the till.

“No, but my feet are killin’ me.”

“Ha! When your ankles disappear into your legs, come talk to
me.”

Sherry
stifled a giggle. “How are ya feeling?”

Sarah
snapped her gum. “Fine, just hungry. I swear this kid’s gonna be a
fifteen pounder.” Sarah changed the subject. “You ain’t heard
nothin’ about them sellin’ the Berkshire’s place, have
ya?”

Sherry
recalled the rude conversation she had with Lina earlier. “Yeah, I
heard it sold last night.”

“No way! Thank the Lord!” Sarah shouted. “My Momma’s been
buggin’ to move out here when this baby’s born. Good God, this
baby’d be fatherless if that happened.”

“Really? How’d they know about the Berkshire’s?”

“Well, lemme see here…” Sarah took a moment to decipher the
Berkshire’s family tree and how it related to hers as Martha’s car
pulled up to the church, catching Sherry’s attention. Denise was
sitting in the back, and she spotted Sherry from way back and
grinned. It melted Sherry’s heart.

“…so Emily Berkshire went to school with my brother’s
ex-girlfriend. That’s how come they found out about the house,”
Sarah finished, looking over at Sherry. “Girl, you listenin’ to
me?” She followed Sherry’s gaze. “Well, I’ll be damned.” Sarah was
just as surprised at the rare ear-to-ear smile on the seven year
old as Sherry was.

Dr.
Malcolm, Denise’s therapist, explained that some children, one day,
just start talking out of the blue, like they never lost a moment
without their voice. Silently, every day, Sherry prayed that would
happen.

Once she
took her to the children’s boutique, and bought her a purple dress
with butterflies, Denise had a look on her face, bright, inspired,
the kind that said ‘I can do it, mommy’. Sherry could have sworn
she saw Denise talking to her dress, spying on her from behind the
bedroom door that day, but her eyes had played tricks on
her.

When Ned
first built the butterfly conservatory, she spoke a few sentences.
Ned had been so excited that he ran right out of the stables to
fetch Sherry. At first, Sherry thought the old man was so intent on
having her talk that he’d imagined it. But when Denise opened her
birthday present and saw the bear she’d told the butterflies she
wanted, her face told the truth.

Sherry
trotted to Martha’s car and embraced Denise the moment her feet
touched the asphalt. Denise pulled back and smiled timidly at the
ground. Sherry waited. Martha and Luke joined them and Sherry
caught Luke blushing.

“He asked her to marry him,” Martha explained dolefully. “It
was the cutest thing. He made her a ring from a
pipe-cleaner.”

Sherry
bent down to Denise’s level and put her hand out.

“May I?” she asked. Denise held out her hand, showing Sherry
the fluffy blue wire wrapped around her finger. “It’s beautiful.”
Sherry said. “Did you say yes?” The little girl ignored the
question, shifting her focus toward the sweet tables. “Do you want
some goodies?” Sherry asked, but Denise didn’t answer. She ran to
Reverend Telly who was waiting on bended knee. Sherry stood upright
and ran her hand through her hair, realizing she was
breathless.

“You okay?” Martha asked, watching Luke follow Denise to the
pastry table.

“Yeah. I swore she would talk. She’s been smiling a lot more
lately.”

“It’s only been a few weeks since she spoke last,” Martha
comforted. “Maybe it’ll happen in increments.”

Sherry’s
chest was heaving, like she was angry, even though she wasn’t. Her
heart was beating fast as the adrenaline pumped through her
veins.

“Do you have any idea what it’s like? To not hear your child’s
voice? To know she might need you in the middle of the night, but
she can’t tell you why or scream for you? Do you have any idea?”
Her voice was firm, like she was trying to win an argument she felt
really strongly about. A vein popped out of her neck as she
clenched her teeth.

Martha
sensed Sherry’s need to vent. “As a matter of fact I do, but go
on.”

“God!” Sherry hissed, her hands balled into fists. “You know
what the worst part of it is?” She looked down at her hands and
released her fingers. Red half-moons remained from digging her
fingernails into her palms. “Chris. Chris talks to me in my
dreams.”

Martha
waited. “I hear my dead husband’s voice more than I hear my own
daughter’s.” A line of spittle had escaped her lips as she felt her
face flush. “And you know what he asks me? Do you?” she urged. “He
asks me if she talks about him. How am I supposed to answer that?
Huh? How? Does she remember him? Does she wonder where he is? Does
she even understand that he’s never coming back? That he’s not some
butterfly pupa waiting to hatch and come to life again!”

Martha
rubbed Sherry’s back. “Calm down,” Martha soothed, watching from
behind her dark sunglasses as people looked their way. “You wanna
go get a drink or something?”

“No, I’m fine.” She emphasized the word ‘fine’. “I just
sometimes think my daughter is crazy. Do you ever wonder that? Do
you think anyone else ever wonders? You know? What’s wrong with
Sherry’s daughter? You know? The one that doesn’t talk? The one who
only speaks to butterflies?”
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