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Dedication

Although this a work of fiction, Birdie was a real person, my aunt, married to my dad’s brother, and I dedicate this book to her memory.

Fiction, yes, but the novel has many entire sentences she uttered, quoted as precisely as I can remember them. So, though fiction, there is also a truth here, one I had to find in piecing together the fragmented memories and unusually poetic and childish way in which she viewed the world. She often lived in fantasies, wallowing in grief, yet she was also a joyous realist. The sentences she utters here echo her cadence and grammar, which floated between the homespun, that cared nothing for subject–verb agreement, and the elevated mid-Atlantic parlance of the movies she loved. Sometimes she would begin a sentence in one and end in the other. This book has brought me the joy of remembering her, and since everyone who ever knew her is now entering the latter part of their own forever days, I felt a deep need to commit her to paper, for who will remember her if I do not?

Patrick Summers



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




By now I know that names have magic inside them, if only because my own name has proved itself to me. Mama never told me why she named me Birdie, but I was perfectly named.

Slick wasn’t. His really was a nickname that left him not quite knowing himself. He came from one of them big Catholic families that was spread like ants all over southern Indiana, and his grandparents was mostly direct Irish. Most of the folks here in Ophelia were Irish. Not far from here, though, in Jasper, all the families was German and I even remember hearing them talk in German until the first war. Lands, our little Baptist brood was less than half the size of Slick’s family. His little brothers and sisters couldn’t say his born name, Sylvester, so it came out as Slick. He’s the only man I ever met named Sylvester, and I thought it was such a beautiful name. Truth be told, I took more of a shining to his name at first than I did to him. I tried like crazy to get people to call him Sylvester after we got married, but the childhood habits stick close in little towns like ours. His grandma told me once that he’d been named after someone in England where they lived before they came to Indiana, back before the Civil War. I knew about that almost my whole life, but I didn’t remember it until I got here. Isn’t that strange?

Most people forget things when they get older but I never was like most people. I couldn’t forget things! I only ever had one real forever day, and until it happened, you never could have told me that I hadn’t already had a whole lot more of them. My forever day was the last day I was really happy, before the reckoning. We’ve all known them people, the ones who spend their whole lives in one or two stories, instead of the people who are always looking for a new one. The lookers, I always wonder what their forever days are like. They sure can’t be like mine.

After he retired from doctoring, Doc Chattin had a whole new life making us paintings out of string and I loved them so much. They was just string on top of felt but they were beautiful. He spent all of his time making them for everybody and his wife made him give them away because he made so many. He gave us birds, of course, a beautiful big owl that I hung up over the old pump organ I got when they closed the old Methodist Church in Ophelia. It had Jesus and Mary carved into it, but I loved that it also had little birds.

I’m getting used to wherever this is, the place I’m in now. There is nothing here that belongs to anybody else. What was always mine still is, all of my words and my thoughts. You can’t think about thoughts, can you? They just are. But here you have to at least think a little bit about yourself and what you think about, because you have to make sense of it. All those things Mama used to say that I didn’t really hear at the time, yet I still remember them. They mean more to me now. She used to sit in Ophelia and read the Bible out loud: “There were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Messiah,” from the book of Matthew 1:17. I still remember it. And I’ve figured out that my forever days, the ones I thought I had, came every fourteen years. I’ve just learned that, but Mama knew it from way back. Over here, you don’t know everything. You don’t even know everything you yourself once knew. But somehow everything is clearer.

People here know so much. I mean, they did over there, too, but I didn’t know them, and now I think I do. Over there, so much has happened in the past that you can’t make hide nor hair of it, at least I couldn’t. Somebody asked me if I missed my little hometown of Ophelia, and of course I do in my way, but I am also never leaving it. How could I? My whole time there I had no idea that Ophelia was named for a lady character by Shakespeare, a lady who drowned. I mean, why didn’t Mama or somebody ever tell me that? During the first war, we had all them pageants and things, both in Ophelia and at The Ritz over in Loogootee, and a couple of times we even had real Shakespeare actors come through. I never understood them, but I sure did love seeing them. You’d think somebody would have said something. I don’t know if it would have made a difference, but those things are nice to know, aren’t they?

I remember wanting to be in the Indian pageant at The Ritz in the worst way. I begged Mama for weeks and weeks to let me be in the show, and she was not happy with the idea at all because she didn’t know what kind of people was putting it on. So many of the vaudevillians that came through southern Indiana in those years were charlatans and womanizers.

Mama let me do it in the end, I guess because of the way I saved money to buy all of the decorations for my Injun costume. Every detail of the costume was important to me. I had collected bird feathers for days, all around the town, and I knew where to find them, too: on the ground at the feet of buildings on Main Street, where birds perched through the spring and summer. I always found great feathers around the Dime Store, because it had all those little crevices and statues carved into the top of the building, which was the tallest thing in town besides the church steeples until they put up that awful water tower.

Mama remembered the Dime Store building being built in 1890, and it was so important to the ones who built the store that they carved the year into a block on the side. And there was carved birds in permanent flight away from that “1890” stone, all over the building, as though they was being set free from something. Through my whole life I never got tired of picking up feathers there or looking at the carvings. They had fourteen birds carved in that building, and I knew every one of them, even had names for each one when I was growing up. Of course, in the 1970s they took that whole front of the building away, saying the stone birds weren’t safe and they might fall on somebody. Everything good got taken away.
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My little hometown, Ophelia, was such a wonderful forever place, quiet and sweet most of the time. I know I will never leave it. It was just downriver of a shoal in the misnamed White River, which was never anything other than a muddy light brown, but that never kept us kids from getting in that river and swimming like Huck Finn. I liked better the little creeks that fed into it, especially Lost River, because in the feeder streams you could see all the way to the bottom—no mud, no distractions, and if there was snakes you could see them.

Usually we went swimming out to Hindostan Falls, where there was a little area downriver of the falls but protected by a huge flat rock where you could still see the outlines of the buildings that used to be there. Mama knew some people who had lived in Hindostan but a plague came, something like cholera, and killed almost all of them, and the ones that could fled to Ophelia or Loogootee to start over. The river was everything to us, and we shared its moods. The west side of the river was hilly and beautiful, where I lived as a girl and then in another house where Slick and I lived right up until I came here. The east side, where the main street was, and the churches and the high school, was more flat, and so more liable to flood, and the world of Ophelia went crazy in 1913, when I was just coming to girlhood, and that river flooded beyond anything anyone alive could remember, and I was reared with people with parents who remembered the Civil War. Everybody kept saying the flood was “biblical,” and I still go all chicken flesh when I think about the water coming up into our little valley below McCormick Street. Biblical.

I was brought up on the Bible, and I did try in my way to live my life by it, but I didn’t go in for all them Bible-people around town who tried to always turn you to their way of thinking. Mama was the best person I ever knew, but it wasn’t because she went to church or because she read her Bible every day. She did that because that is what everybody did. Like anybody who knew her, I admired her because of what she did in her life, the way she spoke to people, the way she was so kind all the time. I tried like everything to ape the way she lived. She didn’t have the bad thoughts about people that I had, but I couldn’t help having them. Working in the telephone office, I heard every single thing that went on in Ophelia for years and in the surrounding towns, too. There was people who would ring through and I couldn’t even listen to their conversations because there was so much hatred and fear in their voices. That was rare, though. I always listened in, but I was not a gossip, so nobody ever knew about it.

You see, almost all of Ophelia except the two doctors had party lines, so there weren’t much of a way for people to have secrets. Now, if you were on a party line and you picked up the phone while people was talking, there was a little beep that let people know you had joined the call. The only way around that was if you picked up the phone at exactly the same time I put it through, then the person you were listening in on didn’t know, but I did. I could see that the line was open, so I knew exactly who was listening in and who was gossiping. I would hear rumors about people, and I always knew exactly who spread them.

Most of our telephone calls were local. Ophelia was so small we didn’t even have call letters, just a few numbers. Older folks had four, younger ones five, and I never had to look at a telephone book. I could listen in on the calls that went to farther places like Indianapolis or Louisville. I heard about the affairs, the family fights, all about everybody’s last wills, and the final truths of their diseases. I always knew who was going to die before everybody else, as the emergency calls came to me first.

There was nothing that got by me in those days, though none of my forever days happened at the telephone office. I liked knowing so much and saying nothing about any of it.

I heard prayers, too, all the time, in calls to preachers and midwives. I heard pain in voices when a loved one was getting ready to pass over. But I also heard them lying and calculating and making excuses for bills they didn’t pay and people they hurt and wives they cheated on. I heard them call the liquor stores to see if they had a shipment that day, because they had guzzled down every drop of whiskey they’d bought the week before. People in Ophelia were always mindful of what people thought of them, so they would buy a certain amount of liquor here before they’d drive to other towns to buy the rest, thinking no one would notice they was a drunk. I could see it from my perch at the phone office. I heard the ones who intentionally hurt others, and they was the ones I couldn’t stand and I would always find ways to be sure they somehow paid a price for what they did, even if it just meant creating a suspicion in them that somebody might know. And they would curse on the phone. I hate all cursing, but especially all them church sitters in Ophelia who would pretend to be so holy on Sundays then thought nothing of cursing every other day. Didn’t God hear all of those things that I was also hearing when I listened on the phone lines? But God could actually do something about their problems if He wanted to. All I could do was notice what hypocrites they all were. I sure couldn’t go sit in a church every Sunday with them, knowing what I knew. For a few years in my little Indiana town, in my own quiet way, I had the power of a God, yet I chose to never use it. I’ve never, ever, told anyone anything I learned.
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It was when I worked at the phone office that I learned how to divine things through the phone lines, at least the surfaces of feelings and dangers, but a lot of words was hard for me to remember, even if the caller spoke clear. It used to drive them crazy that they would give me the exchange or some other instruction and I would forget it, but I simply could not remember things like that. Numbers were fine, but words confused me. I kept a notepad at my desk to write down all the words. When I would read the words out at the end of my shift, I nearly always knew exactly what they meant, but at the moment I needed them they would fail me, so then I’d feel awful guilty. It was like that my whole life: when I really needed to remember things, I just couldn’t.

Nobody pays any mind to people like me. I was working in the phone office on that awful Thursday before the more-awful Friday. Thursday morning I looked out the window of the office, and I’d never seen so many birds in one place in my life. Mostly they was blackbirds, but I saw a few sparrows and finches—and what scared the dickens out of me was that two mourning doves were perched on the window ledge right outside the window by my desk. I hadn’t seen a pair of those so close up since I was a little girl. Mama would never let Daddy kill doves because they mate for life, and she said it wasn’t right to kill an animal that devoted itself to another creature, as that would fly in the face of God. “We must always encourage the mating of two creatures. That reminds us of the creation.” I always remember the things Mama said.

Well, those two mourning doves on the ledge and all those birds outside crowded onto every single telephone line within sight, and made me nervous. Ophelia was one of the few places that still had phone operators in 1963, and I like to think they kept the two of us on, me and Madge, because they liked us. Mr. Arvin, who owned the exchange, was such a kindly man. Madge and I both knew that the minute he passed on, the phones in Ophelia would convert over to the modern phones everybody else had. There was no stopping that progress, but Mr. Arvin liked the old ways. He even stuck to having an outhouse on his beautiful old house south of town, long after he had an indoor privy installed before the war! He’d seen a lot in his life, since he’d been born just after the Civil War, so we had to always be on call for the news that his life was over, but darned if he didn’t make it past a century, living almost until my forever day in 1973. Can you imagine? He liked the old ways and I loved that about him. He was such a good man, the kind you don’t see anymore. Men who lived that long and saw all the darkness growing in the world, whether they knew it or not, were the truly great people.

I called Mr. Arvin that day and told him about the mourning doves on the ledge. He asked me if I knew what they were trying to say. I told him I didn’t rightly know, but there was a lot of birds gathered on every phone line, thousands of them, and whenever that happened I was always afraid of one of them wild boys coming into town and starting to shoot at them.

“Lord, Birdie, I can hear it in your voice: you’re so nervous right now you couldn’t piss in a river. Cool yourself down, now.”

He always talked that way. Not quite cursing but not quite comfortable, neither. He always kept things on the edge of what he knew was fitting, like most men I ever met in my life. But he was right on that Thursday. I was terribly nervous, because I knew the birds were gathering that morning for a reason. They were listening to what was going through the phone lines. I saw it in my own way several times that day and all the next morning. I saw an energy, and on that day I finally believed there was something like a devil. With the war, I’d seen that energy, too, but those forces on that day were beyond even the birds. This energy, on that chilly Thursday, was so vicious, so unexpected, and these men meant business. The birds were trying to tell me that these men meant business. I plugged into every phone line I had, trying to hear them, but all I could do was see the effects of what they were talking about, see that the birds were upset. On that Thursday morning they was more than upset—they were panicked. They would swoop up into great circles over the Pinnacle, over to the park, and back to the phone lines by my office, over and over. I could see what was happening: they were hearing terrible news over the phone lines, spending their energy about the danger for a few minutes of flight, and then coming back to listen to more.

I worked the early shift that Friday so I could get home to watch my soaps. Around 11:30, when I got home, all the bird feeders were empty, so I slowly filled them back up. When I finally sat down, I noticed the house was darker than it should be at that time of day. I remember it because I was home in time for As the World Turns at 2:00, just like always. I went back to the front porch and the entire house was covered in birds. I was petrified. I couldn’t open a window or door, there were so many of them. I hadn’t seen anything like it in my whole life, not even the day that the Japs bombed Pearl Harbor when the birds had acted so strangely. This was definitely something else again. So, the birds had me penned into the house. I called Slick and explained it to him. He said they would all fly away when he pulled in the driveway, and if they didn’t, he would go outside and make a lot of noise and scare them off. That made me feel a little safer. I knew they couldn’t get into the house, but I was still so scared.

I’d heard that year about an awful new movie, The Birds, but I couldn’t bear to go see a movie that made birds look so scary and sexual. But I sure thought about it that day when they surrounded my house. Were they trying to tell me something? Our dog Ginger was so happy I was home that day. She got up on the couch with me and fell asleep. She seemed not to notice the birds at all, so I was happy for that. We must have both drifted off to sleep, because I lost all track of whatever program was on. I was having a dream about a big car surrounded by tall buildings when suddenly the birds all went flying in fear. There was a gunshot. It was close. I woke with such a start that I know I screamed out. Somebody in a car was going to be shot. The birds had told me, because they knew it was coming.

So, I was stunned on the very next day when I was finishing up work and the calls started coming in about President Kennedy being shot in Dallas. We always had a television going in the phone office, which you could half watch if you wanted to. Our callers couldn’t hear it because we kept it low, but it did let me keep up on my soaps. That day As the World Turns was on and I always loved that show so much. But as soon as I heard what happened in Dallas, I could not stop sobbing. I’d known the death was coming, but I didn’t know enough to stop it. Did anybody ever have a more useless power? I could see what was happening out of the free will of evil men, but I couldn’t do a thing to stop it. All that Friday the exchange was lit up like a Christmas tree, and sometimes people were just calling in to share their grief with me, just so they wouldn’t be alone in remembering the darkest day any of us would ever remember. When you work in a phone office on a day like that, when a President is shot, you don’t have time to have feelings about it or to absorb what has happened. You are too busy. There isn’t a moment to spare on those days. The tragedy only hits you later. Pearl Harbor was awful, but it was also distant and didn’t feel so close to home. President Kennedy was loved around Ophelia just because he was Catholic, which made me not take a shine to him at all, but I was heartsore when he got killed. That poor Jackie, so beautiful, had to see all of that at her young age. I hate that awful Dallas, Texas—they killed our President. I know it wasn’t the whole town, but I can’t help how I feel. That is just a hateful place and I sure know I won’t ever go there.

I left work when Madge got there around 11:00, crying like I’d never seen her cry before, and she was a crier. It hadn’t hit me yet when I walked down the stairs to the main street. Across the street was Home Outfitters, where I knew there was a whole line of color televisions that would be on. I stood there for a long time watching the news and none of it was any good. President Kennedy was dead. Somebody got to him. But I knew they were all on the phone the day before, and I knew the birds were hearing it. I’ll bet the birds all over the country were perched on phone lines listening to what was happening, but we don’t have any way to hear what they heard.
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Slick’s brothers all went to their outfit reunions after the second war, but Slick never once wanted to see anyone he met during the war. He seemed happy as pie to have that part of his life behind him forever. Even though he didn’t see combat, he saw and heard about a lot of horror, and he was always such a sensitive man. He never talked about any part of the war to me or to anyone. He came home after being away for three years, got on with his life, and never brought it up. The only person from Camp McCoy he ever talked about was a priest who saw action in Europe and brought Slick back a real Bavarian cuckoo clock. We still have it right in our dining room. It was from the old Germany, the one before the war and before Hitler, so I let it stay. The priest came back to St. Meinrad and I think he was there for years. I loved that cuckoo clock, and I can still hear it clear as a bell in my memory. I hope Jenny took care of that clock so that some other greedy members of the family didn’t get it. All the nieces and nephews wanted it.
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I’ve said it many times since I got here, though I’m not sure yet who I’m talking to: I’ve been in my forever day now for a while. It was spring of 1973, I think. Oh, how I loved those early ’70s years, before the unraveling. Little Jenny was about ten. Stevie was sixteen. My favorite niece and favorite nephew were still so cute. He was my great-nephew, actually, though they was sure from two very different parts of the family. I paid more attention to Stevie because his so-called mother was such a lowlife. I never did like her and still can’t believe my idiot nephew would marry such a goofus. She was the one, not me, who should never have been allowed to have children, and I don’t mind saying so. Gerry, Stevie’s mom, had a very strong personality, which is a nice way of saying she is rude and loud to everyone. She was one of several people I avoided because she was so willful that she made you act like her. After I’d been around her a bit I, noticed I started putting sentences together like she did, without the cursing, of course, and using some of her words. I think it must take a demon to make you change the way you speak. I couldn’t avoid her nearly as much I wanted to because Stevie kept coming to me for help and advice. He needed a mother and she just wasn’t one. Oh, that woman pert near ruined my life.

That winter of ’73, though, Jenny was still in her innocence, and Stevie hadn’t yet permanently moved into all his darkness. For Christmas of ’72, I’d found some electronic recording equipment for him and he absolutely loved it, was over all the time fiddling with it, first in our basement and finally I made him move it all to the garage to get that noise out of the house. That fool mother of his wouldn’t even let him take the stuff home. She said they “didn’t have room,” when she sure enough found room for all of the useless junk she wanted, and plenty of room for her Scotch bottles. I spent more on Stevie than on any of the others, but dang it, Stevie had more of an uphill climb than most.

Jenny wanted the same thing that she’d wanted since she was three years old: piano sheet music and history books about music, so I found her some that she seemed to like. I had a ton of sheet music because I bought every song sheet out there, and she played through those nice enough, but they weren’t where her heart was. She wanted books on opera, can you imagine?

I found the ones she wanted in Bloomington, where there was a lot of music around. That girl could play anything on the piano right from the very start, and she was quite a sight with her little legs not able to reach the pedals yet that winter, so I glued an old shoe onto a block of wood so she could reach the right pedal on the piano. She would start at one end of the hymnal and play for hours through dozens and dozens of them. Some of them I hadn’t heard since I was a little girl: “Work, for the night is coming, work through the morning hours; work while the dew is sparkling, work ’mid springing flowers.” Hymns from my childhood would make my soul change color, as sure as the summer leaves change. No music was more beautiful to me. I’m not proud that I never went to church after childhood, but the old hymns still fill me with a kind of joy that nothing else in life ever did. I always thought that if I saw the Grand Canyon or the Eiffel Tower I might feel it, too; but since I never saw those things and knew I never would, I more than contented myself with the hymns.

That winter we got a huge snow, and Jenny was with us for four days because her parents was snowed in with the cousins up in Indianapolis. The house was filled with music when Jenny was around. Slick was still working and still had all his mind. I didn’t think it was possible to be sentimental about a gas station, but Slick’s station was finally beautiful by the time of my forever day in 1973. He had the outside covered in white steel the summer before, covering up all that awful white cinder block, and he did the trimming in blue and yellow that matched the big Sunoco sign at the road. It was a little showplace that winter, and in the heavy snow it looked like something out of The Wizard of Oz. I liked that it looked like a White Castle restaurant, where they made my very favorite hamburger in the whole world, out of many choices! They only had White Castles in the big cities, so when we would go to Indianapolis or Louisville, Slick and I would buy twenty-five of those little hamburgers and eat them right then and there, then buy another seventy-five to take home and freeze. People thought we was crazy, but I could have lived on them White Castle burgers. The White Steamer in Washington was a family-owned place but they dressed up their little corner store to look like the White Castles, and even when other restaurants would come and go, there they sat, still in business. It wasn’t as nice but we sure went there a lot, whenever we couldn’t get away to the big cities. The White Steamer was the best restaurant around, if you didn’t count fancy places like Hillie’s or Marone’s that put tablecloths on. Those places were not for me.
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You can’t realize it until you are somewhere truly quiet, but the world is in every way too noisy. I know the noise bothered the birds but it didn’t bother me as much as it should. It wasn’t just all the surface noises we have now, with all the cars and trucks and lawn mowers, but people talk much more and much louder than they ever used to. I know that from the phones. When I was a girl, the only noise everybody shared was the trains. In winter, with no leaves to muffle them, we could hear their deep rumblings for a long time before they arrived. I loved hearing them echo around the hills. If I happened to be playing near the Pinnacle or the Jug Rock, or even miles away out at Hindostan, I could hear them and they always seemed to be coming from different directions. It was the quiet of the dense woods that drew me, even when I was a little girl, to get away from the plague of noise. I used to love the sound of the trains. Then, all of a sudden, I couldn’t stand to ever hear them, because every time they would rumble in the distance, all I could remember was Daddy. I’ll talk about him later.

But even though they was noisy, I miss going to the county fairs and seeing everybody’s exhibits, all the wonderful pies and cakes, and seeing the things people spend their time on. I didn’t care about the rides. They seemed to get wilder every year. And sometimes they would have haunted houses; I never liked them. But there was such joy in other parts of the fairs, in the beauty pageants and the food. Oh, to taste one of them corn dogs again! I could just live on them corn dogs. I stopped going to our local fair years ago because they actually gave a whole concert of gypsy music. I cannot for the life of me figure out why anyone would want to go to a whole night of gypsy music, and I sure would not give my money to a fair that would invite a bunch of gypsies and try to say they were good people. Those gypsies near ruined my whole life, and there some of them were up on stage!

I used to go to the area churches on Saturday afternoons to clean up the rice they threw after weddings, because that rice upset birds’ stomachs. I wrote letters to every church for years trying to get them to throw birdseed instead, and finally—finally—after years of trying, the Catholics switched to birdseed. It always has to start with the Catholics. Once the biggest church in town did that, so did all of the others. Though it took a while, I consider it one of the victories of my life, because it kept rice out of the bellies of a lot of birds. I could tell the birds was happier about it, because after all the summer weddings, all those warm Saturday afternoons, you could hear the joy in their songs.
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It was a full scandal when Slick and I got married at the Baptist church, because in 1928 you simply did not marry outside the faith of your raising. Like most people in southern Indiana, Slick was Catholic, so we were considered a mixed marriage even though we were both as white as Sunday linens. He was also younger than I was and that wasn’t done in those days, either, but I was twenty-eight and people would talk about you in those days if you waited that long to marry. Girls married their own age and their own church, so I broke both of those rules right quick. I didn’t care. I knew he was the one I wanted to be with. I first knew about him after the big social that celebrated the end of the first war, though it was almost ten more years before we married, can you imagine? Even though he was still so young then, I could tell he had a sweetness about him, and the light around him was softer than on others. The birds liked him, too, and that was important to me. Every time he came around, the groundlings would gather to look at him, like the pictures you see of the soldiers watching Churchill or Eisenhower.

Our wedding was very small, just Mama and one of Slick’s brothers, plus the nun, of course. Well, she wasn’t a nun quite then but she had started to be one. The nun was Slick’s youngest sister and she insisted on being there even though it was in the county courthouse and not in the church, which she did not like at all but she didn’t say anything, at least not then. She was allowed to disapprove of our wedding, but naturally, I wasn’t supposed to say a word about how young she was being swept up in the church like that.

The nun was around for everything in our lives, even though she taught up north and spent her summers at St. Mary-of-the-Woods up in Terre Haute. Whenever she came to visit, she stayed with us because we were the one couple in her family that didn’t have kids, and she didn’t want her other brothers or sisters to feel “put out.” She sure didn’t mind putting me out. Oh, she was very sweet, and I loved her, Sister Helen, but she was always trying to get Slick to go back to church. She mentioned it every single time she came to visit us for the next, oh, fifty-plus years.

After the wedding, some of Slick’s friends wanted to drive us around the town square of Ophelia, honking horns and having a kind of shivaree, but I didn’t go in for that kind of thing. Drawing attention to yourself is a sure way to get hurt, I always think. That’s another thing that I like about birds: they are timid. But they also don’t always recognize predators and don’t often learn about them until it is too late, because they are trusting. And just like there are all kinds of people, there are all kinds of birds. An albatross can’t just jump into the air like a pigeon. I’d heard too much over the phone lines, and heard too much directly from the birds, to ever trust anyone.
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