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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?”

Martha
shook her head, massaging Sherry’s shoulders as she continued her
rant.

“How do you think people are goin’ to talk about her when she’s
older, huh? Sometimes I think we need to get the hell out of this
town and start a new life. That’s what she needs.”

“You need a break,” Martha advised. “Why don’t you come away
with me for the weekend? We’ll drive up the coast and sip
margaritas on the beach.”

Sherry
scoffed. “I have my parents comin’ in a week. My place is a
disaster. I can’t go anywhere.”

“I’ll come over tomorrow and help ya tidy up, okay? Sarah and I
will take ya shoppin’ and get ya a new dress and you’ll be good as
new.”

“I work in a clothin’ boutique,” Sherry reminded.

“So we’ll take ya outta town.”

Sherry
looked over at her daughter, playing with the Reverend, Kate, and a
bunch of their church friends and the tears began to flow. Martha
felt Sherry’s shoulders heave and brought her closer.

“Come on now, you’ll be fine. I’m comin’ by later and we’re
havin’ a stiff drink. No arguments.”

“The town meetin’s tonight.” Sherry sobbed. “Ned asked me to
come.”

“Ah, what’s one more drunk to add to the mix?” Martha
said.

Suddenly
Sherry felt guilty for ever thinking of leaving.


Chapter 6






Ned
stood like a soldier in the front entrance while people filed into
the town hall. Grace, the church secretary, was handing out
pamphlets outlining the order of business. As familiar faces
passed, Ned nodded hello or shook hands. Alan, the fire Marshall,
was on the town committee. He was sitting inside the hall at the
middle table, surrounded by two other tables on either side of him.
Facing him was five rows of wooden, steel legged chairs.

Bob
Greensman was the Chairman of the town committee, and his brother,
William, was the executive chairman. Robert Decker was the Head
chairman, acting as the judge or gatekeeper for all the meetings.
Cynthia Moore sat in the front row, off to the side, taking minutes
for the meeting. When Bob, William and Robert entered the hall,
Alan shifted over, sitting beside Bob.

Sherry
approached the front door with Martha. Ned smiled when he saw
them.

“Sarah with Denise tonight?” he asked.

“Yeah. She’ll be asleep when I get home I’m sure.”

“Won’t be a long one,” Ned assured. “A couple things came down
the pipeline this afternoon.”

“I’ll see ya inside.” Ned winked, tipping his head to Martha
respectfully.

Martha
directed them over to a row near the middle and sat, draping her
sweater over the back of the chair. “Bob looks ticked,” she
murmured.

Bob
poured a glass of water from the pitcher in the middle table,
offering it down the line. His face, usually affable, was reddened
and the crease in his forehead more pronounced.

“Geez, full house tonight.” Martha surveyed the room, nodding
to familiar faces while Sherry sat expressionless.

She
worried that they were going to build the hospital over on Grogan
St., where Chris had the accident. Part of her knew it wasn’t
healthy that she had been visiting the spot nearly ever week,
alone, for the past two years. When Denise was older she would
bring her, but until then she felt it was best this way.

Ned and
Kate kept their struggles with the town secret. Sherry was in the
dark about their battle to have the site developed. It was a safety
hazard. Although the road had been closed since Chris died, they
knew one day someone would venture past the signs and find
it.

The town
was growing, and even if a new hospital wasn’t built there now,
sooner or later that area would have purpose. It was a good parcel
of land with fertile soil. If the Bakers had the money they would
buy it, but they already owned over one hundred and fifty acres,
which was ample farmland.

Sherry
heard the double doors at the entrance close and she looked back.
Ned nodded to Bob to proceed.

“This meeting will come to order,” Bob announced. “First order
of business.” Bob motioned Alan to start the meeting.

Alan
rose, clearing his throat.

“Err…first order of business is the development of the parcel
of land next to Baker’s Farm, on Grogan St.” He paused. “Town
residents would like this to be the location for the new
hospital.”

Alan
passed a document to Bob, who quickly reviewed it and handed it to
Robert Decker, who seemed to take forever to read through it.
Guests shuffled, and then he whispered in Bob’s ear, who then
passed the message on to William.

Bob
tipped his head in assent to Robert and William, and then Bob
cleared his throat and lowered the reading glasses he had perched
high on his nose.

“The State has requested that the hospital be built closer to
the highway. Zoning was denied for Grogan St.”

More
shuffling. Someone shouted out. “Where? How close to the
highway?”

Alan
cleared his throat, speaking over the chatter. “Sir, if you can
please rise and state your name for the records.”

A tall,
middle-aged man rose and lifted his hand. “I’m Tom
Johnson.”

“Ruben’s boy?” Alan asked.

Ruben
Johnson had lived in Cog Hill all his life. His wife left him ten
years ago for his drinking. Since then, Ruben had been raising hell
in town: bar fights, stealing alcohol and food, and breaking into
houses (although some argued that in his drunkenness he simply
thought he was home; that the break-ins were not
malicious).

“Yes, sir. Err...I was just wonderin’, how close to the highway
are they puttin’ this hospital? My pop’s got a real bad hip and he
can’t get around too much anymore. I got a real problem with you
puttin’ the hospital up farther away from us, especially if you
plan on shuttin’ down the one we’ve got now.”

Some
grunted agreement while others booed. Bob used the microphone in
front of him, which let out a loud squeak.

“Now…w…we’ll come to order.” The shuffling stopped as Bob
continued. “We have no plans to shut down the old hospital, Tom, so
rest assured. That’s why the city wants to put the new one over by
the highway, to cover the rest of the growing population.” Tom was
still standing. Bob waited a moment and Tom sat back down,
satisfied.

“Isn’t that land owned by the Bakers?” A voice called from the
middle of the room. He rose, stating his name. “Reggie Maxwell.”
While tipping his bright red hunter’s cap.

“It figures,” Martha mumbled.

Reggie
Maxwell was close friends with Ruben Johnson, having much in
common, namely booze. Ned lowered his head. Robert took the
floor.

“Now, Reggie, you know we ain’t allowed to tell you who owns
it. It don’t matter, anyway.”

“It matters if the Bakers make more money from this town.
They’ve seen enough profit since they managed to get rid of the
Morgans.”

Sasha
and Richard Morgan were the previous owners of the Food Mart.
Before them, Ned and Kate sold their goods roadside, at the
Farmer’s Markets, and to a few local butchers.

“Reggie, that ain’t no matter anymore, that’s in the past.”
Robert whined. “We’re talkin’ about present matters today. Unless
you’ve got somethin’ to say about that, please sit down.” Bob
watched Reggie return to his seat. “Does anyone else have anything
to add about the hospital?” Ned lifted his hand and Bob gestured
him to speak. “Go ahead.” Ned stood up.

“What do you suppose they’ll do with the land on Grogan St.? I
mean, if they don’t put the hospital there?”

Sherry
shot him a look, and he pursed his lips apologetically. Martha
grasped her hand gently.

“Take it easy,” she whispered.


William’s hand rose. “We have no plans for it at the moment.
However, it may be put up for sale. The jury’s not out on that one
yet. Next quarter.”

Ned took
a seat, pleased. “I’m sure you can buy it with the money you’ll
make from the hospital,” an unknown voice called. Everyone turned
to see who spoke, but the person said nothing more.

Bob was
growing tired of the cheap shots. “Anything else regardin’ the
hospital before we move on?”

“I wanna know who in the hell’s in charge of finding the punk
kid who set fire to my son’s school!” someone yelled.

“That’s irrelevant to this meetin’!” someone else
added.

“Order!” Bob demanded.

“Geez. Here we go,” Martha commented. Sherry looked at her and
lifted her eyebrows.

“Nobody set fire to the school, Ed! It was the damn garbage
bin! If you weren’t such a drunk, you’d a known that!”

“Ah, blow it out your ass, Landley!”

“Order! Order, or this meetin’ is adjourned!” Bob shouted. He
pounded his fist on the desk. His face went beet red and a neck
vein protruded.

“Told ya Bob looked upset.” Martha angled her hand toward
Sherry.

Alan
rose, walking quickly to the microphone. “We’re still lookin’ into
who started the fire, Wendel. I understand your
concern.”

“Yeah? And what the hell are ya gonna do when Zimmerman retires
in a month? You’ll be down one man,” Wendel bellowed; one arm
flailing in the air.

“That’s enough, Wendel!” Bob reprimanded.

“I…I’m already interviewin’ a replacement,” Alan said
cautiously. “Zimmerman’s met a few candidates already.”

More
shuffling.

“Just what we need, more new people comin’ in and messin’
things up,” someone named Jones commented.

“You got anyone in mind, Jones?” Wendel asked snidely. “Last I
looked your kid was still pickin’ his nose.”

Jones, a
large, burly man, got up and stormed towards Wendel; who was at
least two heads shorter than Jones; who had a slight build. Ned got
up and ran to stand between them.

“This meetin’ is adjourned!” Bob reported.

“You go on home, Wendel,” Ned said, keeping his arms up to
separate them. “You too, Jones.”

Ned
surveyed the room. “Everyone, go on home and pray to God for
forgiveness. You ought to be ashamed of yourselves.” He glanced at
Sherry and Martha, shaking his head. “Especially in the company of
ladies. Y’all go on home now and be sure to come to church Sunday,
wearin’ yer best.”

Despite
the expected mayhem, people rose and filed out calmly. Jones,
Wendel, and a few other guilty people left with their heads
hanging. Wendel turned to Alan on his way out and waved
apologetically. Alan nodded.

“See you Sunday, Wendel.”

“Sorry you had to hear that, ladies,” Ned said. “I guess we’re
all just a buncha hot-headed old men.”

“That they are, Ned,” Martha agreed. “Where’s Kate tonight? I
didn’t see her.”

“One of the cows has gone into calf,” he explained. “Gonna be a
long night.” He reached into his back pocket. “Got somethin’ for
the little one,” Ned said to Sherry. When he opened his hand, there
was a small keychain with a butterfly pendant. He handed it to her.
“Saw it the other day in Nellie’s shop. They’ve got all kinds of
insect ones there. She’d a loved it.”

Sherry
gave Ned a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks Ned. I’ll bring her by
tomorrow so she can thank you.”

“Love to hear it,” he said with a twinkle in his eye, like he
really believed that one day she would say it.







***






“Carl! Another round!” Martha’s index and middle fingers were
in the air, signaling to the bartender.

“God, I don’t think I need another one,” Sherry whined. “My
head’s swimmin’.” Her hand went to her forehead as she swept her
curls back. Martha playfully elbowed her and Sherry smiled
ruefully.

“Girl, you ain’t had enough ‘til I say so.” She put her hand on
her chest and emphasized the word ‘I’. “Besides, Sarah and Leon are
with Denise.” Martha chuckled. “Lord, what kind of conversation
must they must be havin’.” She took the last swig of her beer
before the bartender removed the empty bottle. “A homo, a pregnant
lady, and a mute…no offense.”

Sherry
looked at her through glazed eyes. “I’m too drunk to take
offense.”

Martha
laughed hysterically. “Can you imagine? I sure bet Leon’s glad
sometimes the lil’ lass can’t speak.” She wiped a tear from her
eye.

“That’s true,” Sherry slurred.

“Compliments of the gentlemen at the bar.” The bartender
dropped off their next round of drinks. He looked up at the two men
sitting on stools, watching a sports show on the overhead
television. They both looked at the girls and grinned
mischievously.

“Well if I wasn’t married, I’d be hittin’ on you right about
now,” Martha murmured, winking at the blonde.

“Careful, that’s Bob Greensman’s boy,” Sherry advised. “He’s a
little young for you.”

“Damn, I’d no idea Greensman’s boy grew up that
good.”

The
blonde winked at Sherry, too. She lifted her hand. “Hey Blake. Saw
your dad at the town meetin’ earlier.”

Blake’s
eyes widened. He lowered his head and turned his back.

Martha
moaned. “What’d ya go and do that for?”

“I was savin’ yer honour. You have any idea how fast word would
get around if you and him started flirtin’? It’s bad enough we
accepted the drinks.”

Martha
put her full beer down beside Sherry’s. “Here. You ain’t drunk
enough,” she pressed. Martha noticed the entrance door open. “Well,
lookie who showed up.” Jenny Martin walked in with an unknown male.
“I doubt that’s her babysitter,” Martha sneered.

“It could be her brother.”

“Not from what I heard of her.”

“I met her today. She seems nice enough.”

Martha
ignored the defensive tone. “You talk to Karen lately? According to
her, Jenny’s son’s a rebel. Looks like the apple don’t fall far
from the tree.”

“Just because she shows up at a bar with a male friend doesn’t
make her a rebel,” Sherry disputed.

Martha
paid no heed to the comment. “People often wonder why men leave
girls like that. It’s no mystery to me.”

Sherry
took a sip of beer, wondering what else her friend thought of
husband-less women.

Jenny
spied Sherry sitting at the table as she and her friend approached
the bar.

“Oh, hey…Sherry, is it?” Jenny asked awkwardly, offering her
hand. “How ya doin’?”

“I’m fine, thanks. This is my friend Martha. Her son goes to my
daughter’s school,” Sherry explained, introducing
Martha.

“This is my friend Steven,” Jenny gestured. “Steven, this is
Sherry…she works at Peach Tree Clothing.”

Steven
was tall and dressed very well for a bar. He had a phony tan one
shade too dark for his naturally fair skin. And his hair was one
shade too light, washing him out.

“Oh my gosh! You’re Sherry?” He became instantly animated;
wrists at his waist and head dancing from side to side. “You work
with Leon, right?”

“I do.”

“Oh Lord! He’s told me so much about you! We went to school
together! Oh, he’ll just be tickled that we finally
met!”

Jenny
blushed. “Well, we should get a table. This place looks like it’s
gettin’ packed.”

Steven
gave Sherry a toothy smile. “Nice meeting you.” His hand was bent
in front of his mouth in a feminine gesture.

“Likewise.”

When
they were out of earshot, Sherry faced Martha, who averted her
glance. “I see you had trouble there.”

“How ya mean?”

“Gettin’ yer foot outta yer mouth.”

“Shut up and drink yer beer.”







***






Sherry
opened the door and poured herself into the house. Martha’s husband
dropped her off and took Martha home after she publicly humiliated
herself, arguing with the bartender over a ten she gave him for
their last round, which she thought was a twenty.

“Lord, look what the cat dragged in.” Sarah hobbled quickly to
help Sherry. She draped Sherry’s arm over her shoulder.

“Remind me never to do that again.”

“You mean with Martha, or ever?” Leon asked, taking Sherry’s
other arm.

“Ask me when I’m sober…in a month.”

“The fact that you can still pronounce ‘month’ gives ya
promise,” Sarah stated. “When Mark’s had too much, he loses his
consonants.”

“How’s Denise?” Sherry asked as they sat her on the
couch.

“Sleeping like a little lamb,” Leon answered. “I read her like
a hundred stories while Sarah painted her nails.”

“You guys are the best. Thanks,” Sherry said, placing a hand on
Leon’s chest. “Hey, I met your friend Steven there
tonight.”

Leon
rose to get a glass of water for Sherry.

“Oh, yeah? Who was he with?”

“Jenny Martin.”

“She’s the new girl workin’ over at the café right?”

Sherry
nodded as Leon handed her the water. “Aspirin, too,
please.”

“You want me to stay?” Sarah asked.

“Na, that’s okay. I’ll stay.” Leon gave Sherry the tablets.
“You’re too big for her small bed anyhow.”

“I can bunk on the couch,” Sarah offered.

Steven
looked at her gently, like he was about to give her bad news. “I’ve
got this, sweetie. Go home.”

Later,
as Sherry lay in bed next to Leon, she watched the shadows on the
ceiling, feeling the warmth of another man’s body beside her.
Sighing, she said.

“God, Leon, it’s been so long.”

She
heard Leon’s head turn abruptly towards her. “So long for what?” he
said frightfully.

“Not that.” She pushed him playfully. “Well, that too, but
that’s not what I meant.”

Leon
waited.

“It’s been so long since I had another man next to me in
bed.”

He
giggled.

“What?” She giggled back, pushing him again.

“You called me a man.”

“Well, aren’t you?”

“I guess. I have the equipment.” He said it like it was a bad
taste in his mouth.

“You don’t like your penis?” she blurted out, covering her
mouth as she laughed.

He
jeered. “It’s not something to like. That’s like me askin’ ya if ya
like yer ears.” She stopped laughing and sighed. “It’s the way
we’re born but ain’t necessarily what’s inside us or how we feel.
It’s like a label God gives, and we have to live with it, whether
we like it or not. You’re lucky.”

“Why am I lucky?”

“Because you like what you are.”

“That’s not true,” Sherry disagreed. “I mean, I like bein’ a
woman, but I don’t like what I am.”

“What do you mean?”

She was
silent for a moment. “I’m a widow. I don’t like bein’ a
widow.”

Leon let
her comment sink in. Then he cleared his throat. “Well, at least
that’s somethin’ you can change pretty easily.”

“Really? Findin’ another man after you’ve vowed to stay with
another one for the rest of yer life? That’s easy?”

“Relax.” Leon gently grasped her hand. “What I meant was that
for you, you can feasibly find another man to spend the rest of yer
life with. Emotionally it ain’t easy, but you can do it.” He
inhaled deeply. “Me, on the other hand, I have to change my entire
physical self to be happy bein’ what I am. You can change being a
widow. I can’t change bein’ a man. Well, at least not without half
a million dollars and major surgery.”

“I guess you’re right,” Sherry yawned.

They lay
there holding hands, until Leon thought Sherry was finally
asleep.

Then he
heard her whisper. “Leon?”

“Um hmm.”

“I love ya just the way ya are.”

“I love ya, too. Go to sleep.”
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The
sound of whimpering awakened Sherry. Darting out of bed she
scurried along the cold floor to Denise’s room. Denise lay on her
bed, hugging Rainy Day Bear like someone threatened to take him
away. Turning on the lamp, Sherry pointed it away to avoid the
glare. Kneeling down beside the bed, the young widow was almost
nose-to-nose with her daughter.

“Did ya have a nightmare?” She stroked Denise’s hair,
forgetting that she was mute.

The
little girl squished the bear closer to her chest as tears flowed
from her eyes onto the pillow. Sherry had an idea.

“I’ll be right back.” When she returned, she knelt down in
front of Denise, holding her hand out. “I have a present for
ya.”

Denise
gave Sherry a blank look. Opening her hands, Sherry showed her the
butterfly keychain Ned had given her earlier.

“It’s from Ned. You can go see him and say thank you in the
mornin’.”

Smiling
graciously, Denise took the keychain from her mother’s palm,
hugging it with her bear.

“Do ya want me to sleep with ya?” Sherry asked, walking to the
other side of the twin bed. She slowly climbed in. Wrapping her arm
around the shaken girl, she laid her head on the remaining half of
the pillow, and started humming a lullaby.

“Yer safe now,” she said once the lullaby was over. “Go to
sleep.”

Sherry
lay there, choking back tears. A normal mother would have been able
to ask what the dream was about, and learn what demons haunted her
child at night. Denise could have told her that she was scared of
the ghost in the story that Leon had read earlier, or that a
scary-looking man had approached her at school, or even that she
saw a scary character on television. Information like this wasn’t
privy to Sherry, so her only resort was to climb into bed with her
seven year old without knowing the facts. She couldn’t discuss fear
with her daughter, so that maybe Denise could understand things
better and perhaps rise above them. It was nights like this when
Sherry worried that Denise would never have true independence as
long as she couldn’t or wouldn’t speak for herself.

Part of
the horror was knowing that if Denise spoke again, she could wake
up one night calling for daddy. Had Denise properly grieved for
Chris? She couldn’t join support groups or talk about it like other
children could, so it was possible that when Denise did finally
wake from this haze, that she may have some regression. Sure,
Denise communicated in other ways with Sherry and others, and her
therapist attested to this, but did that mean she’d learned to deal
with things the same way a normal seven year old would have dealt
with them? Even if Denise could speak again, would she be able to
lead a normal life afterward? Would she remember the time when she
didn’t speak?

Sherry
lay in bed, sobbing gently when Denise suddenly turned over, facing
her mother. Holding her breath, Sherry felt Denise snuggle closer.
Sherry exhaled slowly, relaxing. Denise wiped away a tear from her
mother’s face, and then she kissed the tip of her nose.

Sherry
whispered. “I love you too, sweetheart.”


Chapter 7






The
morning was crisp and fresh, and despite a hangover, Sherry wanted
to take Kate’s offer to have Denise visit for the morning while she
cleaned out the guest bedroom.

“Where’d you end up to last night?” Leon asked, brewing a pot
of coffee.

“Denise had a nightmare.”

“Hmm…I’m going into the store for a coupla hours this mornin’.
Y’all need me to stick around for anything? I gotta head home and
get ready.”

“No, thanks.” Sherry popped a couple of Aspirin tablets into
her mouth. “I’m takin’ her over to visit Kate and Ned.”

“I can bring her home later,” Leon offered. “I’m workin’ there
this afternoon.”

Sherry
washed down the Aspirin with water. “Thanks.”

Denise
stuffed Rainy Day Bear in her purse as they headed over to Baker’s
Farm. Sherry pulled up to the side parcel of land, where Ned was
growing corn, cabbage and various other root vegetables for sale.
The other side he grew wheat, strawberries and other vine-grown
fruits. The back parcel was where the cows, pigs and horses grazed,
and the barn was where the butterflies were kept in the
conservatory.

Baker’s
Farm was in the centre of town, and had existed for more than one
hundred years on Ned’s side. It was where he grew up and married
Kate thirty-five years ago. Up until eight years ago, Ned’s mother
still lived with them; she passed from a stroke in her
sleep.

The
girls walked up to the farmhouse as the storm door creaked open and
Kate appeared with a serving platter, two teacups, milk and sugar.
She’d been expecting them. Ned motioned to Denise to come out back
to the conservatory. The little girl didn’t need to be asked
twice.

“Alan was by earlier; he hired a new guy to replace Nate
Zimmerman,” Kate said, pouring two cups of tea.

“So fast?”

“That’s what Ned said.” Kate gave Sherry her tea. “He musta had
a pool of applicants ready. He knew about Nate retirin’ for a while
now, mind you.”

Sherry
nodded thanks. “Did he tell you anything about him?”

Kate
took a seat and sipped her tea. “He’s young; early thirties,
divorced.” She shook her head distastefully and sighed. “Ned’s not
pleased about that. Anyway, he’s rentin’ the Smitherman’s basement
out until he finds a place.”

“Not much available right now. I hear Greg Groves sold the
Berkshire’s just the other night.”

“Mathilda Farnsworth is getting’ ready to sell, I hear,” Kate
volunteered. “Her place would suit him fine.”

“Grace and Chuck Grey are havin’ another kid. She’s been
complainin’ their house is too small for a while now,” Sherry
added. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they moved soon,
too.”

“Seems Rick and Molly Berkshire sold at the right time.
Market’s gonna open up good this year.”

Sherry
changed the subject. “Reverend Telly say how much the bake sale
raised?”

Kate
shifted her weight on the chair. “Five hundred, I
believe.”

“I think they were aimin’ for that.” Sherry’s brow furrowed.
“They should be able to get lots of new books with that
amount.”

“Red Bates over at the library says he’ll donate some,
too.”

Sherry
took the last sip of her tea. “I should get goin’. I’ll peek in at
Denise before I head out.” She placed her empty teacup on the
serving platter. “Thanks for the tea.”

“I’ll make her a picnic lunch in the garden; she seems to love
that.”

“Thanks, Kate.”

Sherry
walked to the side of the porch and down the steps to the stable. A
couple of farm hands were working inside the stables, tending to
the horses and shepherding the other animals outside for their
morning feed. The conservatory was just beyond the grain silo,
where the other animals wouldn’t disturb the
butterflies.

She
opened the screen door and felt the temperature change. Ned created
a warm, humid environment for the butterflies and the pupa to
flourish. Along the sides of the room were ledges that came up to
Sherry’s hip; she saw Ned and Denise placing small dishes of
over-ripened citrus fruit on the ledges for the insects to
eat.

Denise
stood in awe as the butterflies collected on the trays, landing on
the fruit and inserting their long, straw-like tongues into it.
Sherry heard Ned naming the species of a few to her as she held out
half an orange, unpeeled, on her palm. Three butterflies flocked to
her, landing gently on the sweet fruit.

“See, they’re attracted to you, dear. Yer sweet just as you
are.” Ned stroked her chubby cheek with his finger. He caught
Sherry in the corner of his eye and offered her the other half of
the orange. “You want to give it a try?”

“No, thanks,” Sherry smiled. “I just came to say goodbye for
now.” She looked at Denise, who was distracted and showed no
interest in her mother. “Leon’s bringin’ ya home later, sweetie,
okay?”

Denise
blinked, evidently scared to move and disturb the feeding
frenzy.

Ned
beamed. “She’s no mind.”

“Ring if ya need me,” Sherry said before heading out the door.
She waved at Kate, watching from the kitchen window, and entered
the Eldorado.

Driving
up her street, she heard a loud bang and slowed down as she craned
her neck from side to side, looking for the cause of the noise. As
she approached Mrs. Marx’s house four doors down, she saw the
elderly woman lying on her back in the driveway. A garbage bin was
moving back and forth on its side as the lid wound itself down,
making such a racket as it finally hit the ground. Sherry pulled
over quickly, slamming the car door as she raced to Mrs. Marx’s
side.

“Mrs. Marx, are ya okay?” Sherry cried. “Why didn’t you ask
someone for help?”

Jinny
Marx was a small, slender woman in her seventies. Her long white
hair was pulled back in a bun at the nape of her neck. Her stark
blue eyes looked miles away.

“I…I got dizzy,” she said, before closing her eyes, losing
consciousness. Sherry bent down and took Jinny’s head into her
hands, scanning the area for help. A small car pulled up behind
Sherry’s Eldorado and she was relieved to see a familiar face:
Jinny’s daughter, Mandy.

“Mandy!” she yelled, cradling Mrs. Marx’s head in her arms.
“Call 911!”

Mandy
hurried into the house, stumbling on a pile of garbage sitting on
the front stoop.

“Just hang in there, Mrs. Marx,” Sherry said, smoothing a loose
strand of hair away from the old woman’s eyes. “We’re gettin’
help.”

Moments
later, Mandy joined Sherry at her mother’s side.

“I told her to wait until I got here,” Mandy insisted. “That’s
what I get for bein’ late I s’pose.”

“Don’t blame yourself, Mandy.” Sherry was solemn. “She’s a
stubborn woman. I see her doin’ stuff like this all the
time.”

“I know it.”

Hours
later, when Sherry and Denise were cleaning up the dinner dishes,
the phone rang.

It was
Mandy Marx.

“Hi, Sherry. I just wanted to thank you for being there for my
mom today.” Her voice was quivering.

“Oh, it was nothin’, darlin’, I was just passin’ through on my
way home.” She hesitated, “H…how’s your mom?”

“She had a stroke.” Mandy’s voice cracked. “I just wanted y’all
to hear it from me. I know how fast news travels in this
town.”

“Good Lord.” Sherry breathed. “I’m so sorry, Mandy,” she
gulped. “I really don’t know what to say.”

She
heard Mandy whimper. “Just pray for her at church.”

“I will. With all my heart, I will.”

“I’ll see ya there Sunday, if momma’s feelin’
better.”

“Give her our love.”







***






Sherry
and Denise sat together at the table. Sherry was eating a bowl of
oatmeal and Denise was devouring her cereal and milk. There was a
knock at the door.

“Yer chariot is here!” Sarah sang, pushing the door open. “You
ready? Mark’s got the car runnin’.”

“Yep. Just let me grab some change for the offerin’.” Sherry
rose and placed her dirty dish in the sink. “You got yer bear?” she
asked Denise.

When
they arrived at church, Sarah carried a small chesterfield pillow
in with her. Sherry chuckled.

“What’s that for?”

“Well, no matter how much I pray for my bottom to not get sore
in the Lord’s house, it still feels like someone’s kicked me in the
rear. “ Sarah was adamant. “So I figure, if he wants to give me a
sore behind, I’m bringin’ a pillow to the service.” She placed it
under her arm forcefully. “I’ll fix his wagon.”

Sherry
smirked, taking Denise’s hand as they crossed the parking lot into
the chapel. She paused, observing the lot.

“I wonder how Mrs. Marx is doin’?”

“I’m sure Reverend Telly’ll give a prayer for her.” Sarah
patted her arm. “Come on, Mark!” She bellowed as he drove around,
looking for a spot closer to the entrance. “If we don’t get a good
seat, it won’t matter how close you parked!”

“Ah, to hell with it,” Sarah huffed. “He can find his own damn
seat.”

They
entered the chapel. Ned and Kate were seated up front. Ned saw
Sherry and gestured for her to come sit with them. Sherry made her
way to the first aisle, nodding and waving to familiar faces,
including Lina and Greg Groves. Greg gave her a wink while Lina
lifted a brow, placing her nose back into the church
leaflet.

Sherry
sat beside Kate. “Mandy Marx show up yet?”

“No, we ain’t seen her, love,” Kate said worriedly. “Your
parents comin’ in today?”

Sherry
nodded, lifting a bible from the shelf in front of her. “They
called last night. Daddy said they should be here after
lunch.”

Mark
walked in briskly, looking hesitantly for Sarah. Ned motioned him
over, offering the seat next to him, purposely on the opposite side
of Sarah. As Mark sat Ned patted him on the back of his hand and
smiled knowingly. Mark murmured.

“Bless you, Ned.” The old man chuckled under his
breath.

Reverend
Telly began the service by thanking all the participants in the
bake sale, and sharing a joke about how his cloak was fitting more
snugly since. After he recited the hymns and his daughter Sheila
completed the reading, he proceeded to the
announcements.

“Once again I’d like to thank everyone who helped with the bake
sale. Principal Martin at Cog Hill Elementary School couldn’t be
here today to thank you personally, so he’s asked me to do it on
his behalf.”

The
Reverend shifted his weight, removing the microphone from the
podium as he walked down the middle aisle. “Normally at this time
we say prayers for those of us who are sick or troubled, but most
of us are fortunate enough to be healthy and at peace.” He scanned
the room, removing the reading glasses he had perched on his
nose.

“We’re blessed to not have to make regretful announcements in
this community very often, thanks to the wonderful team of doctors
we have at our hospital.” He cleared his throat nervously.
“Unfortunately, there was one member of our community they weren’t
able to save.”

Sherry
felt her heart pound in her chest. Sarah gave Sherry’s hand a
gentle squeeze.

“Jinny Marx, a wonderful woman, a member of our church, and a
strong part of this community, passed away early this morning.” He
looked down, then back up again. “I was honored to give her her
last rights late last night.”

“God bless her,” someone said.

“Yes, thank you,” Reverend Telly responded appreciatively. “God
bless her dear soul.” Then he bowed his head and joined his hands
in front. “Let us pray for Jinny Marx, Mandy Marx and the rest of
the Marx family. The Lord be with them.”

Silence
enveloped the congregation as church members bowed their heads in
prayer. Reverend Telly continued.

“The funeral service will be held here the day after tomorrow,
as per the family’s wishes. All are welcome to attend.”

Reverend
Telly turned on his heel, walking back up to the podium, and
replaced the microphone on its stand. He cleared his throat
again.

“As with the circle of life, when one life ends, another
begins. Rebecca and Leo Cunningham gave birth to a healthy baby
girl yesterday. They weren’t able to join us today for obvious
reasons.” The Reverend continued.

“Alan Wilkins, our Fire Marshall, has hired a new member of the
Fire Hall.” He gestured to the back row. “Lee Givens joins us
today.” A gentleman close to the exit rose slightly, bowing
gallantly. “He’s just arrived and I’ve had the pleasure of chattin’
with him.” Reverend Telly smiled and gave a reciprocating bow. “I’m
sure we’ll all give him a warm welcome.”

“Not too warm!” someone yelled out in jest. “Wouldn’t want to
start up no fires!”

Laughter
spread throughout the chapel. Lee’s face colored as he kept his
eyes fixed on the floor.

“Lord, don’t make me dip my finger in no holy water today, I’m
gonna bust!” Sarah said, thankful when the service was
over.

Sherry
gestured Sarah out of the pew and led her down the aisles. She
stood in the hallway, waiting for her pregnant friend to do her
business. There was a goodie tray and a coffee urn on the table by
the entrance, and some people were helping themselves while
mingling.

“Do you want to go grab a donut?” Sherry asked
Denise.

“I’ll take her up,” Martha said, approaching with Luke in
tow.

“Thanks. I’m gonna go check on Sarah.”

She
walked through a corridor, passing the church office and meeting
room, and nearly bumped into someone coming out of the men’s
washroom.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said, turning sideways to give her
right-of-way.

Sherry
blushed. “Sorry, I wasn’t watchin’ where I was goin’.”

The
gentleman extended his hand. “Lee Givens. Just joined the Fire
Hall.” His face was smooth except for a crease between his
eyebrows. He had dark brown wavy hair that curled behind his ears,
and he had twinkling blue eyes. He was tall, much taller than
Sherry by at least a head, and his handshake was firm. Sherry
grinned.

“Welcome to the neighborhood.” Sarah bellowed something from
the bathroom about being out of toilet paper. Sherry frowned,
trying to hide her smile. “I gotta go. Nice meetin’ ya.”

“Likewise.”

Reaching
under the metal swing door, Sherry passed a roll of toilet paper to
Sarah.

“Who’s that?” Sarah asked.

“The new fireman, Mr. Givens.”

“He cute?”

“I wasn’t really payin’ much attention. I nearly knocked him
over.”

Sarah
exited the stall with a smirk. “Maybe next time he’ll knock you
over.”

“Shut up and wash your hands.”
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Sherry
drove up the gravel pathway and turned off the engine. Denise was
dosing in the back seat. Kenny and Gertrude, her parents, sat on
the front veranda drinking tea. Her dad rose from his
chair

“Sugarplum!” he shouted. He looked like he’d gained some
weight; his belt sat tighter at his waist.

“Daddy!” she yelped, feeling a pang of sadness for how much
she’d missed her parents. “I’m so glad to see ya.” she cried,
breathing into her dad’s shoulder as he embraced her.

Sherry’s
mom let Denise out of the car and squeezed her tight, asking about
Rainy Day Bear.

“I’ve heard so much about him, sweetie,” she said, looking down
at the stuffed toy inside the little girl’s purse, hanging at her
side. “Can I meet him?”

Denise
gently pulled him out, proudly handing her most prized possession
to her granny. The twinkle in her eyes set Sherry’s heart alight,
and the bright smile granny offered was contagious.

“I’m so happy to meet ya,” Gertrude said emphatically to the
bear. “It looks like we’re goin’ to get to know each other a lot
this summer.”

“Oh, fer lan’s sakes, Gertrude!” Kenny chuckled. “Quit hoggin’
the lass.” He lifted her up high, so her legs flailed about almost
overhead. “My Lord, how much you’ve grown!” he gasped. Then he
cradled her head in his hand, just like he did when she was a baby.
“Oh, pumpkin, grampa’s missed you somethin’ awful.” He kissed the
top of her head and rubbed it, as if to leave a permanent
impression, and lowered her back down, so her feet were on the
ground again.

Sherry
hugged her mom as the tears flowed. “I’m so glad yer here, momma,”
she sobbed. “It’s been so hard.”

“I know, princess,” Gertrude whispered. “But we’re here
now.”

“Mrs. Marx passed last night.” Sherry wiped a tear away with
the back of her hand. “She had a stroke yesterday. I found
her.”


Gertrude’s hand went straight to her mouth. “Oh, dear. You
poor thang. Let’s go in and I’ll make ya some tea,” she said as if
that would take away the pain.

“My goodness, love,” her mother complained, opening up the
fridge “You been eatin’?” she looked at her daughter imploringly.
“You haven’t got any food.” Kenny intervened.

“We’ll go shoppin’ later.” He sensed his daughter’s discomfort.
“I need stuff special anyway.” Kenny was the first to see Sherry’s
fridge, having prepared the tea when they arrived.

“Why don’t ya go on up and show grampa the new toys you’ve
gotten since he’s been here last?” Sherry offered, while Gertrude
gave her husband a knowing look.

“Want a ride?” he offered Denise, who jumped up and ran to him.
He hoisted her up onto his back and galloped up the stairs. “Be
careful, for God’s sake, Kenny!” Gertrude scolded.

When
Kenny was out of earshot, Sherry sat down with her mother at the
table.

“Level with me,” Gertrude said. “You makin’ ends
meet?”

“I’m fine, momma,” Sherry insisted. “I’d planned on gettin’ the
house ready for ya yesterday, but when everythin’ happened with
Mrs. Marx, I got distracted.”

“Are ya sure? It’s not like you to have an empty fridge.” She
sat silent for a moment, looking at her daughter and bouncing her
shoe off the end of her foot. “Sarah been over? She eatin’ all yer
grub?”

Nudging
her mother in jest, she lifted her hand and kissed it. “God bless
ya.”

“I just want ya to be honest with me, love.” Gertrude took her
daughter’s hands in hers. “Now, I know that husband of yours, God
rest his soul...” She looked up at the ceiling, as though in
prayer. “…Left ya lots of money…” Her eyes met her daughter’s.
“…But raisin’ a daughter, a special one like yers, and tendin’ a
house all on yer own, well…” She looked down dramatically, then
back up again. “Don’t matter how much money ya got in the bank.
It’s gonna run out some time.”

Sitting
back in the chair, Sherry exhaled. “Momma, I work, and the house is
paid for. The school ain’t cheap, but we’re managin’ okay,” she
explained. “Reverend Telly always asks if he can take up a
collection for me. And I never have to.”

“Ya know, if it weren’t for how good this town was to you, I’d
insist you move with daddy and me, but it’s such a blessin’, you
livin’ here.”

“Amen.”

“Sherry?” Kenny called from upstairs. “What’s this I hear about
a weddin’?” he giggled, coming downstairs. “My little pumpkin’s got
an engagement ring?”

Gertrude
glanced at Sherry with a crooked smile. “There somethin’ we should
know?” she joked.

“Luke,” Sherry explained, giving her dad a knowing smile. “I
tell ya, her smile was brighter ‘n the sun when he asked
her.”

“Well, who wouldn’t want to marry that little angel?” Kenny
said, pulling Denise downstairs gently.

Later,
after tea and cookies, they headed to the Food Mart.

“Roast beef and potatoes good for tonight?” Kenny asked,
observing the freshly cut meats being laid down by the butcher.
Sherry nodded assent.

“I can cut one special for ya,” Marty, one of the store owners,
offered. “Or I’ve got some nice rib-eyes here, too.”

“I’ll take a butt roast if you’ve got it.”

“Here’s one right here. Just cut it myself,” Marty
boasted.

“Thanks,” Kenny commented. “How ya been keepin’?”

“Just fine. Ned and Kate have some fine stock over there. Never
had no complaints about our meat.”

“Produce good, too?”

“Wonderful. We just brought in some delicious vine-ripened
tomatoes if you’re mood’s for salad with the roast.”

“We’ll get some potatoes if it’s all the same.” Kenny placed
the meat into the cart.

“Perfect,” Marty smiled. “Randy’s just puttin’ out some fresh
ones right now.”

“Your milk still good?” Gertrude asked, heading for the dairy.
“Never mind, we’ll buy more anyway. Denise still likes milkshakes,
don’t she?” She winked at her granddaughter, who was eying the
frozen waffles with Sesame Street characters printed on the
box.

“What kind of ice cream does she like these days?” Kenny asked
Sherry.

Sherry
sifted through the freezer. “Chocolate is her favorite, but it
looks like they’re out.”

“Strawberry okay?”

“Sure.”

After
placing the ice cream in the cart, Denise exited the freezer
section and headed for the bakery. “Wait for momma, sweetie,”
Sherry called.

Gertrude
gestured.

“You go on, we’ll catch up.”

Sherry
followed Denise over to the bakery, where there were fresh cookies
and pastries being laid out on the display counter. She immediately
grabbed a cellophane-covered platter of apple turnovers and hoisted
them up to Sherry.

“Oh no, sweetie, we’re gonna have some ice cream later, and
Kate’ll be by to visit. Ya know she always brings sweets with her.”
Sherry put the plate back on the display. “We can also make some
treats later if ya like?”

A
familiar look swept across Denise’s face; her lips wrinkled
together, turning white as her chest began heaving up and down. The
color in Sherry’s face drained.

“Deep breaths, sweetheart,” she soothed, but her words fell on
deaf ears. Denise’s breathing became erratic, like she was placed
in a coffin. The pastry platter was thrown to the floor like a
piece of garbage. Sherry tried to grab it in time but failed. All
the turnovers fell onto the floor, looking like they had been
stomped on.

“Denise, sweetheart, please stay calm,” she whispered, kneeling
down to her level. “Count with momma. Let’s try countin’ the
lights, okay?” She pointed to the fluorescent strip of lights
overhead.

The lady
behind the counter recognized Sherry and picked up the spoiled
platter from the floor. “I’ll pay for that,” Sherry said. “Just
gimme a minute.”

“No need, Ms. Little,” she whispered, eyeing Denise cautiously.
“It’s okay.”

Denise
watched the woman take the tray away and her face turned red.
Taking her daughter’s arms, Sherry gently brought her to eye
level.

“Denise, you need to breathe,” she explained in the calmest
voice she could manage.

Kenny
and Gertrude had caught up, they knew not to interfere. The last
time they did, they were in a toy warehouse. Denise ran away so
fast, if it wasn’t for the parcel check at the exit, they would
have lost her. She would have run out into the street.

The
frustrated little girl’s face was turning blue. Beads of sweat were
beginning to form on her forehead. Tears rolled down her cheeks.
She reached for her glossy curls and began pulling. Knowing if she
made a move to try to stop her, that Denise would only pull harder,
Sherry mustered the will to remain at ease.

“Sweetheart, yer okay. Try to focus on momma’s face.” Sherry
wiped the tears from her daughter’s eyes, trying to fend off her
own. A hand suddenly came loose, bringing with it a large clump of
hair. Denise released it and tugged again, this time harder. Sherry
tried to ignore the self-destruction and instead focused on
averting her daughter’s attention.

“Did ya bring Rainy Day Bear with ya?” Kenny looked down at the
front of the cart where the bear sat. In one swift move, he handed
it to Sherry. Sherry took it from him, holding it tightly. “Do ya
need Rainy Day Bear, sweetie?”

Denise
focused on the bear for a moment.

“I’ll give him to ya, but first ya have to calm down and take a
deep breath,” Sherry said firmly. “Can you do that for
momma?”

The
little girl’s teeth clenched as she let out a breath, but not long
enough for the redness in her face to dissipate. She immediately
took in another breath and began holding it. This time her eyes
bulged. Sherry’s heart beat quickly as she watched Denise’s right
eye suddenly fill up with red coloring.

“Sweetheart, yer scaring momma.” Her voice quivered, now
worried about the broken blood vessel on top of everything
else.

Denise
ripped out another handful of hair and let out a large roar, so
loud and pained that it reminded Sherry of a woman in heavy labor.
People nearby stared as Kenny and Gertrude hung their heads
remorsefully. Sherry’s eyes widened and she turned to
Kenny.

“My purse. Hand me my purse,” she requested
impatiently.

Kenny
moved quickly. Inside the purse was a picture of Chris with Denise,
taken the day they went to the boardwalk and watched the seagulls.
Sherry remembered that Denise never saw the picture, since it was
taken on an older camera that she’d since put away. She found it
when she started cleaning out the guest bedroom, with a full roll
of undeveloped film still inside.

“Here, honey. Look at this.”

Denise
slowly exhaled, like a balloon with a slow leak. As she took the
picture from her mother’s hand, her face gradually returned to its
normal color. When her breathing calmed, she focused on the
picture, blinking back her angry tears. Sherry reluctantly rubbed
her daughter’s shoulder, feeling the muscles unclench. She wiped
away the last of Denise’s tears with her fingers and waited
patiently while she examined the photograph.

The
little girl suddenly looked at her mother, as a smile slowly swept
across her face.

People
were still staring, looking not only at the broken little girl
standing there disheveled, the hair and crumbs all over the floor,
but at the mother who had managed to keep it together yet
again.

Although
passers-by pitied the family, Sherry couldn’t help but feel a
twinge of hope. This was the first time Denise had vocalized, in
her own way, her frustration, but it was also the first time she
ended the episode smiling.


Chapter 8






Sherry
was suddenly awakened from her dream by Denise pulling on her
arm.

“What is it, sweetie?” Sherry could smell pancakes. “Gramma got
breakfast ready down there?”

Denise
was still in her pajamas, her hair all in tangles. Sherry lifted a
few locks, assessing the damage from yesterday’s episode at the
Food Mart. It wasn’t great, but if she kept it in a ponytail for a
while, it would grow back fairly unnoticeable.

“Hand me my robe, please.” Sherry rose out of bed and
stretched. Denise removed the white robe from the wooden bedpost
and passed it to her mother.

“Good mornin’, dear.” Kenny looked up from the newspaper.
“Sleep well?”

“I did, you?” she asked, pouring herself a cup of
coffee.

“Very good.” He put down the paper and took a sip of his own
coffee.

“You’re almost out of eggs, love,” Gertrude said. “We’ll have
to run back to the store later.” Sherry shook her head.

“No need. Kate wants us to come by this mornin’. She’ll have
some fresh ones there.”

“Was that who called last night?” Kenny asked.

“Yeah.” Sherry took up a plate for Denise. “She felt bad she
couldn’t come by yesterday.”

“That’s alright,” Gertrude chuckled. “We’ll be here all summer
anyway.”

Sherry
heard the water turn off in the bathroom. “I’ve gotta run Denise to
the doctor’s today,” she whispered, watching for Denise. “Get that
broken vessel in her eye looked at.”

“Has that ever happened before?” Kenny asked, concern
registering on his face. Sherry shook her head just as Denise sat
down at the breakfast table. “Lots of syrup, pumpkin?” Kenny didn’t
wait for an answer, but started pouring some on her
plate.

Gertrude
set a plate down for her daughter and started preparing one for
herself. Breakfast was suddenly interrupted by a hail of sirens.
Sherry rose, padding to the front door.

“Sounds like they’re headed over there.” Kenny pointed to the
large brush area next to Kate and Ned’s farm.

Sherry
pursed her lips. “Grogan Street.”







***






Three
fire trucks lined the street; the pumper truck dousing the blaze at
ground level and the aerial truck aiming water into the trees. The
rescue truck was on standby while Alan and his crew worked at
putting out the fire.

Ned’s
truck was next to the rescuer. He spotted Sherry and Kenny and
walked toward them, shaking his head.

“Alan says this one was set deliberately, just like the last
one.”

Kenny’s
eyes darted to Sherry. “The last one?”

“A garbage dumpster,” she explained. “The other
day.”

“Where was that one?”

Sherry
hesitated. “At…um…Denise’s school.”

Kenny’s
face fell, like someone slapped him. “Why didn’t you say anything,
sugarplum?”

“I didn’t want y’all to worry. I knew you’d be drivin’ out here
and I didn’t want to have to worry about ya, too.”

Kenny
was silenced, wondering what else his daughter had kept from him.
“Anyone hurt?”

Sherry
shook her head. Sarah and Mark approached from behind.

“Alan have any idea who set this one?” Sarah was holding her
belly like it was a cumbersome grocery bag.

“Not yet,” Ned said. “But it was set on purpose for
sure.”

Doug
pulled up a second later. “What’s goin’ on?” he asked, noticing
that practically the whole town had appeared. “Anyone spoken to
Alan?”

Sherry
glanced down by the tree where Chris’s car accident occurred. She
watched the trees sway in the wind, waiting to catch a burning
ember and be set ablaze. Selfishly, she hoped the fire went the
other way, toward the farm, instead of here. Then she chided
herself for even thinking it.

Alan was
supervising two of his men at ground level. She could read their
surnames printed lengthways in yellow at the bottom of their fire
coats. Spotting the name ‘Givens’, she watched the new fireman as
he held the hose as though it was a newborn baby, pointing it at a
parcel of trees next to the blaze.

“Why is he wettin’ where there’s no fire?” Sarah asked, like
the new guy didn’t know what he was doing.

“Protectin’ ‘em,” Ned explained. “We had a pretty dry spring.
If he don’t keep ‘em wet, they’ll catch faster.”

Sarah
smacked her gum. “So who ya think started this one?”

“Anyone’s guess,” Ned said solemnly. “We’re gettin’ more and
more hateful people in this town. Nobody seems to be happy with
change anymore.”

Kenny
patted Ned on the shoulder. “Nobody ever is, my friend. It’s the
way the world works.”

“How ya doin’, Kenny? Sorry we had to get re-acquainted under
these circumstances.”

“I’m doin’ good, Ned. Looks like yer well.”

“I am,” Ned smiled.

Sarah
nodded toward the blaze. “What have ya heard about the new
guy?”

“Not much,” Ned answered. “He seems to keep to himself so
far.”

“It’s always the quiet ones causin’ the most trouble,” Sarah
scoffed. “Best keep an eye on him ‘til we know his
story.”

Mark
looked at her indignantly. “He’s a fireman, what kind of trouble
maker ya think he could be?”

Sarah
was smug. “Reggie Maxwell used to be a cop, remember? Look at him
now. Causin’ fights, drinkin’, stealin’. Him and Ruben sure keep
Sheriff Douglas busy.”

Kate
pulled up at the end of the embankment and exited the car, carrying
two trays of goodies. Doug ran to her, collecting a bag full of
plastic glasses, plates and napkins from the back seat. Ned was
pleased.

“That’s my girl.”

“Figured there’d be lots of people here,” Kate said
breathlessly. “How’s it comin’?”

“Looks like they’ve got it contained to a small parcel of
trees. It won’t spread, thankfully,” Ned explained.

Kate
rolled her eyes, relieved. “Oh, thank the Lord.”

“Don’t worry, sugar,” Ned chuckled. “We’ve got hard workin’
firemen in this town.”

Kate
passed him a plate of pastries. “Here. Pass these
around.”

“Let me help.” Sherry took the second tray.

“I’ve got three more in the car.” Kate gestured to Doug, who
was walking back to the car to grab the next load.

As
Kate’s pastries were passed around, Sherry could see her mother and
Denise walking toward the scene.

“Looks like it’s nearly out,” Gertrude commented, saying hello
to familiar faces.

“Yeah, Alan’s got it under control,” Ned said. “How ya doin’,
Gertie?”

“I’m doin’ good, Ned.”

Alan
approached, speaking at a volume that carried. “Looks like nearly
the whole town is here, with a few exceptions,” he said cautiously.
“Now that the fire’s nearly out, can anyone tell me if they saw
anyone nearby before the fire started?”

Ned
started. “I can ask a few of the farm hands when I get back, Alan,
but we sure didn’t see anyone comin’ through this
early.”

Kate
offered Alan pastry and apple juice. He removed his
gloves.

“Thanks, Kate,” he said, holding the food. “Now, we’ll have a
meetin’ at the hall later today regardin’ these recent fires. If
anyone can attend, it would be helpful.”

“That’s a great idea, Alan,” Ned complimented. “I’ll also get
the information and relay it to Reverend Telly for Sunday’s
service, see if anybody else saw anything.”

Alan
took a bite of pastry. “I was going to relay it to him anyway, but
thanks for offerin’, Ned.”

Ned
placed his hands in his back pockets. “How’s the new guy workin’
out?”

“He’s doin’ well,” Alan swallowed, tipping his chin towards the
firemen. “Looks like he’s wrappin’ up.”

Lee
Givens was raveling the hose back up onto the pumper. When he
finished, he approached Alan, nodding hello to everyone. His face
was flushed and beaded with sweat. He removed his gloves as Ned
offered him a handshake.

“Nice to see ya,” Ned said.

“Likewise.” Lee waved a hand toward the farm. “That’s a fine
crop you’ve got over there. I see you’ve got yerself some livestock
as well.”

“We do. Come by for tea later and we’ll show ya
‘round.”

“Will do,” Lee smiled graciously. “Thanks.”

Kate
offered him the picked-over platter of pastries. “Help yerself. My
son’s bringing another tray if none of these suit yer
fancy.”

Lee
extended his hand. “No thanks, ma’am. I appreciate it,
really.”

“Suit yerself,” Kate smiled warmly.

Sarah
was gawking at Lee as if she could size him up through his uniform.
“So the fire’s out?” she blurted rudely.

“Yes, ma’am,” he nodded.

“The others can handle the rest?” she added, using the same
blunt tone.

Mark
intervened. “You’ll have to excuse her.” He rubbed her belly.
“Hormones.”

“That’s quite alright, sir,” Lee said, good-naturedly. “Best be
gettin’ back.”

Lee
turned, almost running into Sherry and Denise. “Sorry, ma’am.” He
touched Denise’s head. “Pleasure.” He tipped his head at
Sherry.

“I best be headin’ back, too,” Alan said. “We’re just about
done here. Y’all head on home now and we’ll see ya at the fire
hall…say two o’clock?” He looked at Ned, who nodded
assent.

Sherry
caught up to Alan as he left the scene.

“Hi, Alan,” she murmured. “I just wanted to thank you for
keeping things under control…ya know?” She tilted her chin toward
the cordoned off area and then looked back to make sure she wasn’t
in earshot of the townspeople. “I sure hope we figure out who’s
doing this…ya know, before anyone gets hurt.”

Alan’s
arm draped across Sherry’s shoulders. “No need to worry, Ms.
Little. Until the town steps in and develops that land, I’ll be
sure to keep Mr. Little’s memory safe.”

Sherry
blushed. “Thanks, Alan.”

“But we all gotta be on watch for whoever’s causin’ this
trouble.” He changed tack. “Who knows what they’ll go after
next.”







***






The
Eldorado pulled up to Baker’s Farm. Sherry scrunched her nose at
the stale, smoky aroma still filling the air. Ned and Kate were
sitting on the front porch, talking to one of the farm hands.
Noticing their arrival, Ned rose, bouncing on his toes playfully,
successfully getting Denise to smile.

“Well, there’s my little darlin’!” He squeaked, helping her out
of the car. “Did ya come to visit me, the cattle or the butterflies
today?”

“Neither, actually,” Sherry smiled apologetically. “We came to
see Doug.”

“He’s just inside.” Kate rose, smoothing her apron in front.
“I’ll holler at him.”

Dale,
one of the farm hands, dipped his head to Sherry in greeting.
“Afternoon.”

“Same to you,” she returned. “Awful smell that fire
left.”

Ned took
Denise’s hand. “It’ll be gone in a coupla days.”

“Hey there.” Doug appeared, waving at Denise. “Your ear’s not
actin’ up again, is it?”

The
little girl looked at the ground.

“Come on inside. We’ll have a chat.” Doug gestured with his
head.

The
small hallway leading to Doug’s office was lined with periwinkle
wallpaper. Doug’s makeshift office was the last door on the right,
by the washroom. A peg board painted robin’s egg blue was telltale
that the space used to be Doug’s childhood bedroom. Sherry sat on
one of the adult-sized chairs while Denise took a smaller, wooden
chair at a child-sized table, making herself at home coloring in
one of the displayed art books.

“What’s goin’ on there, little lady?” he grunted to Denise as
he sat, but addressed the question to Sherry.

“She had another bad episode,” Sherry answered quietly, as if
it was an understanding.

“Oh?” Doug joined Denise at the table. He inverted one of the
wooden chairs so he could lean his chest on the backrest. Observing
her, he bent down so he could see her face. She looked up. “And
what have we here?” He noticed Denise’s reddened eye. Gently
tugging at her lower eyelid, he examined the red blotch painted
across the white of her eye. He released her eyelid and looked at
Sherry. “Nothin’ to worry about,” he frowned. “It’ll go away in a
week or so.”

Sherry
exhaled. “That’s a relief.”

Doug
stood up and opened the door. “Why don’t ya go see my dad,
sweetie?” he offered. “He’ll take ya to go see the
butterflies.”

Denise
didn’t wait a beat, she ran for the front door. Doug closed the
office door, and sat opposite Sherry.

“Have ya had her in with Dr. Malcolm since?”

She
shook her head. “No, but I will.”

“I’ll send him a report in case the eye clears up before ya see
him,” Doug explained. “He should know about this.”

Sherry
furrowed her brow defensively.

“Why? Do you think it’s serious?”

“The vessel break isn’t, no.” Doug said matter-of-factly. “But
the fact that her emotional meltdowns are escalatin’
is.”

Sherry
swallowed. “What do you mean ‘escalatin’’?”

Doug
placed his left ankle on his right knee. “Was the break caused by
screaming or exertion?”

Denise
recounted the horrifying experience. “She held her breath and
pushed hard. I was afraid her eyeballs were gonna pop
out.”

“And she pulled more hair out?” Doug asked.

Sherry
nodded.

“Dr. Malcolm will have more to say on this, but my guess is
that it’s escalatin’ or comin’ to a head.” He scratched his chin.
“She’s getting’ older and she may require more help, or she’ll soon
get past whatever wall she’s put up for herself.”

Sherry
digested the information for a moment. “So you think this could be
a good or a bad sign then?”

Doug
nodded. “I’d rather air on the side of caution myself, but I’m not
a specialist.” Leaning forward, he patted her on the shoulder.
“She’s healthy and happy, except when she has these episodes, am I
right?”

Sherry
agreed.

“Talk to Dr. Malcolm,” Doug urged. “He’ll have better
input.”


Chapter 9






Sherry
pulled into the fire station parking lot, noticing Martha’s car was
there. She poked her head over, behind the passenger seat,
addressing Denise. “Oh, look, Luke’s here too. You’ll have someone
to play with while all the adults talk about borin’
stuff.”

Martha
exited her car and both she and Luke walked to Sherry and Denise.
“Feelin’ better?” Martha joked, referring to their drunken night at
the bar.

Sherry
rolled her eyes. “Fine. Did you find the other fifteen
dollars?”

“Shut up.”

Luke
looked up at his mother, surprised at her use of the ‘sh’ word.
“Oh, now, you go play with Denise, Luke.”

Denise
took Luke’s hand as they ran inside the fire station.

“So I hear the new fireman and Jenny Martin have hit it
off.”

“What?” Sherry was surprised. “He just moved here a week ago,
how is that even possible?”

“Misery loves company,” Martha surmised. “They’re both
divorced. Maybe he’s got a trouble-makin’ kid, too.”

“Who’s this?” Sarah said, eavesdropping from behind. “Who’s got
a kid?”

Before
Sherry could answer, Lina Groves’s head appeared out the side
entrance. “You wanna come watch your kid, Sherry? We don’t need her
poppin’ no veins today, ‘specially with all these people
around.”

Sherry’s
blood boiled. “How the hell did she find out?” she
seethed.

“Find out about what?” Sarah asked.

“Is this about the grocery store?” Martha asked
cautiously.

“How the hell did you find out?” Sherry gaped. “Is nothin’ that
happens in my life sacred? Is my poor kid gonna be the laughin’
stock every time she has a bad day?”

Sarah
butted in front of Martha, draping her arm around Sherry’s
shoulders. “Now don’t you go gettin’ upset, sweetheart,” she
soothed. “I’m sure Martha didn’t mean any harm.”

“I-I didn’t,” Martha pleaded. “I heard from Wendy in the bakery
at the Food Mart,” she explained. “She was askin’ if Luke ever
suffered somethin’ like that.”

Sherry
shook her head in disgust.

“She didn’t mean any harm,” Martha insisted, trying to keep
up.

“Hurry now,” Lina coaxed cruelly.

“Is that really necessary?” Sarah warned, glaring at Lina. “The
child is no harm, she’d save a fly if it needed it.”

It took
everything in Sherry’s power to stop herself from punching Lina’s
lights out right there. As she passed Lina, she gave her an icy
stare.

Inside,
the fire hall was emptied of all trucks; they were lined up in the
parking lot outside to save space in the garage for the meeting. On
one wall was the fireman’s pole leading to the upper barracks and
on the other wall was the lunch room where the kids were coloring.
There was also a meeting room and a storage area on the same wall.
All the doors were open to allow fresh air in on the hot summer
day.

When
they entered the fire station, Luke and Denise were sitting at a
children’s table inside the lunch room, coloring in a book that
said. ‘Fire Safety from Joe the Fire Safety Bear’. The room was
partitioned off with a glass enclosure from the garage where the
trucks were kept.

All the
firemen wore blue cotton uniforms with ‘Fire’ written in yellow on
the back of their shirts and ‘State of Arkansas Fire’ emblems sewn
on their right bicep, their surnames were sewn on their left bicep.
Alan, the Fire Marshall, was the only one wearing a vest with ‘Fire
Marshall’ printed in plain white letters on the back.

There
were no chairs in the hall, so when Alan noticed Sarah waddling in,
he grabbed her an office chair from the meeting room, inviting her
to sit. Sherry found Luke, Denise and a couple of other kids
playing in the lunchroom, including Jenny Martin’s son,
Kevin.

Karen
Stainer walked in a moment later with her daughter, Lisa, who also
joined the children. Karen noticed Martha and Sherry and joined
them. “Better keep yer eye on that Kevin. You remember what I told
ya about him,” Karen said to Sherry.

“He looks fine to me,” Martha said. “He just picked up a crayon
that Denise dropped.”

“Keep your voices down, Jenny’s not far,” Sarah
hissed.

Alan
walked to the front of the room. Firemen were peppered throughout
the crowd of townspeople.

Alan
placed his hands in front, linking his fingers. “Thanks to everyone
for comin’.” He cleared his throat. “I know y’all are worried about
the fires that have been goin’ on lately, and that’s what we’re
here to meet about, as you can guess.”

“We don’t have any way forensically at this time to determine
who set them and why, but what we can tell you is that they’re
bein’ deliberately set usin’ accelerants.”

Ned
lifted his hand into the air. “Can ya tell us what kind of
accelerants? Maybe we can figure out where they got a hold of such
a thing.”

“Unfortunately they’re just usin’ gasoline and in the case of
the one at the school, a can of butane.”

Ned
shook his head in disbelief. “Jesus,” he murmured.

“So I think our best course of action in this case is to band
together and form some kind of neighborhood watch,” Alan
continued.

“What about a curfew? Would that work?” someone
suggested.

“It would if the fires were bein’ set at night,” Alan answered.
“But these guys aren’t too bright, and hopefully since they’re
doin’ it in broad daylight, someone’ll catch ‘em.”

“So what do you suggest we do?” someone else
blurted.

“Well, we all need to keep our eyes and ears open for any
suspicious behavior, and report anything ya see that seems unusual,
no matter how trivial.” Alan shifted his weight. “Now, I’ve spoken
with Sheriff Douglas and he’s on board with this. The Sheriff’s
department will not turn away any callers reportin’ any signs of
unusual behavior.”

Sherry
was listening to Alan’s speech with one eye on Denise. She was
mesmerized by how kids communicated with each other. Sometimes they
didn’t even have to speak, it was like they had ESP. Denise hadn’t
looked up once for her mother to speak for her.


Suddenly, a familiar face entered the room. Lee Givens
appeared in the lunchroom, offering the kids a snack of apple juice
and chocolate chip cookies. When he placed the tray on the table,
Denise’s eyes didn’t leave him. Sherry’s heart began beating a
little faster. Does she sense trouble? Does she need me? Her first
impulse was to excuse herself and go check to make sure everything
was okay, but then she saw the ghost of a smile appear on her
daughter’s face as Lee offered her some juice.

He bent
down to her level to introduce himself. His hand extended to hers
and she smiled, shaking his hand. Sherry’s hand went to her mouth
as she tried to stifle a grin. Lee began talking to her and the
other children, but he remained kneeling next to Denise. Sherry
noticed his ease with the children and suddenly realized that he
must have kids, how else could he be so natural with
them?

It
looked like Lee was explaining to the kids the rules to follow
during a fire, as he was miming ‘stop’, and then he fell on the
floor for ‘drop’, and then afterward he rolled around on the floor
for ‘roll’. The children laughed at him, including Denise. Sherry
couldn’t help but smile from ear to ear.

“So we’ve got a few extra eyes keepin’ watch on the streets.
Sheriff Douglas has some rookies out patrollin’ until we get this
straightened out,” Alan closed. “But in the meantime, everyone
please keep myself and the Sheriff’s department informed if
anything unusual is goin’ on anywhere. We’re all in this together
and we don’t want to be pointin’ any fingers at anyone without good
reason.”

“Well said, Alan,” Ned clapped. There was a brief
applause.

Sherry
left without waiting for her friends and entered the lunchroom. She
smiled at Lee as she bent at the waist to speak to Denise. “Looks
like you’ve made a new friend or two today.”

“She behaved herself well, ma’am.” Lee reported. Sherry noticed
a twinkle in his eye as she smiled thanks.

“It’s time to go, sweetie,” she said to Denise.

“You can take the colorin’ book home, ma’am,” Lee offered
Denise.

Sherry
took Denise’s hand. “Thank you.”

“Pleasure.” Lee dipped his head, holding the lunchroom door
open for them.

Jenny
Martin walked into the lunch room to take Kevin home. “Take care,
Sherry.”

“You too, Jenny.”

Sarah
and Martha met Sherry at the door. “Best stay away from Jenny’s
pickin’s,” Martha said snidely. “I walked over to talk to Vern, to
ask how Mitchell was likin’ summer school, and she wouldn’t shut up
about Lee. She was all ‘Oh, he’s so nice’ and ‘Oh, he’s so
handsome’,” Martha mimed vomiting. “I bet he’s already messed with
her.”

“You don’t know that,” Sherry said diplomatically. “How do you
know their kids ain’t just friends or somethin’?”

“I love ya, Sherry, but yer too trustin’,” Martha
admitted.

“I don’t see any mind in him,” Sarah commented. “He seems to
play well with the kids. Denise likes him and that’s sayin’ a
lot.”

Sherry
smiled at her.

 



***

 


Ned
approached Alan. “I spoke to my guys at the farm, and Tim said all
he heard was a car hittin’ the gas pretty hard. He didn’t see the
vehicle, but he heard it tearing away just before seein’ the fire
start.”

“So it definitely ain’t kids startin’ ‘em up then.” Alan
scratched his chin. “That’s what I suspected. I was hopin’ some
youngin’ was stealin’ gas or lighter fluid from his daddy and
someone would speak up, but looks like that ain’t the
case.”

Alan
patted Ned on the shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

Ned
patted him back, walking away.

Jenny
Martin approached Alan with Kevin in tow. “I just wanted you to
know, sir, that my Kevin here…” she looked at Kevin, whose head
came to her shoulders. The young man stared at the floor in
embarrassment. “He was home in his bed when the fire happened. I
can vouch for that.”

Alan
gave Jenny an apologetic look. “I appreciate that, ma’am, and I can
assure you that Kevin never came to mind. It’s an adult settin’
these fires.” He put his hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “And I apologize
for the insinuation earlier. I hope there’s no hard
feelin’s.”

Jenny
smiled. “None at all, sir.”

Alan
playfully punched Kevin in the chin, forcing him to look up at him.
“Alright?” he asked, searching Kevin’s face. Kevin nodded, looking
down at the floor again.

“We best be goin’,” Jenny said. “Kevin’s helpin’ out at the
farm today.”

“Is he now?” Alan was impressed.

“Ned offered him a part-time job for the summer.”

“Ain’t that lovely? Well you enjoy yerself, son,” Alan said,
walking away.

 



***

 


“Look at ya,” Gertrude embraced Sarah, patting her swelling
belly and kissing her on the cheek. “How ya doin’,
sugar?”

“I’m doin’ great.” Sarah grinned, rubbing her belly. “He’s
gonna be a twelve pounder, I tell ya.”

“I can see that,” Gertrude giggled. “But ya know it’s a boy?
Did ya have one of ‘em fancy tests done?”

Sarah
waved. “Naw, I just know is all.”

Sarah
took the proffered seat on the front porch while Sherry leaned on
the railing. Kenny and Denise headed inside the house.

Gertrude
pulled her knitting out of the bag beside her. “So, how did the
meetin’ go?”

Sarah
answered. “It went fine.” She glanced at Sherry. “Do ya believe the
nerve of that Lina?” She rocked back and forth faster on the chair.
“Swine,” she seethed.

“What she up to now?” Gertrude looked at Sherry over her
bifocals. “She still not a fan a yers, dear?”

“I swear that girl hates me and to this day I don’t know why,”
Sherry insisted, picking nervously at her fingers.

“She has all the money in the world and a fat ass to boot. I
hear her Greg can’t stand her. Buys her stuff all the time, just to
keep her trap shut,” Sarah snorted.

“I don’t know what her deal is.” Sherry shifted her weight.
“She’s got a great husband, money and a lovely home. I don’t even
think she’s that bad lookin’ personally.”

“Bite your tongue!” Sarah squealed. “If the woman smiled it’d
do damage!”

“The problem’s she can’t have youngin’s,” Gertrude volunteered.
“There’s a lot to be hateful for when yer the only barren woman in
town. No money in the world’ll help that.”

“She could adopt,” Sarah intervened. “Got enough
money.”

“Not her style,” Sherry guessed. “I don’t peg her the
charitable type.”

“You got that right,” Sarah scoffed. “Wade Thomas took up the
collection at church last Sunday. Said she gave a whole
quarter.”

“More’n what I heard Reggie Maxwell gave,” Sherry
added.

“That’s cause he needs to support the local liquor store,”
Sarah blurted. “Geez, he and Ruben Johnson must keep Glen and Karen
Munson in business.”

“He still drinkin’?” Gertrude lifted her head from her
knitting. “Last I heard Ruben was dry.”

“Oh, momma, no,” Sherry exhaled dubiously. “Ruben had hip
surgery six months ago and ever since then, he’s been on the sauce
again.”

“Needs it for medicinal purposes,” Sarah joked.

“You three are terrible,” Kenny chided, joining them on the
porch. “Now, what kind of example are you settin’ for the
child?”

“I’m sorry, daddy.” Sherry hugged her dad. “That Lina’s got me
all in knots again. I should know better.”

“Now you’re better’n that, pumpkin.” He rubbed her back. “Let’s
go for a walk.”

“I’ll let Denise know,” Sherry said, entering the
house.

Denise
was nestled on the couch, coloring in the book she got from the
fire hall. “Sweetie.” Sherry knelt down beside her. “Grampa and I
are goin’ for a walk, okay? You stay with gramma.”

The
little girl looked up and began to cry. “What’s the matter, baby?”
Sherry wiped the tears. “Do ya want me to stay?”

Denise
walked to the corner of the room and picked up her purse. Pointing
to the strap where she had been keeping the butterfly keychain that
Ned had given her. Sherry looked and noticed the ring was
gone.

Sherry’s
face dropped. “Oh, sweetie. Where did you see it last? Was it with
ya when ya came back from the fire hall?”

Denise
looked at the floor, shaking her head slowly, like she was
ashamed.

“It’s okay, honey. We’ll find it.” Sherry kissed her daughter’s
head. “I’ll check before I go out with Grampa, okay?”

Denise
pursed her lips softly, wiping away her tears as she continued
coloring.

Sherry
took a deep breath, thanking God for sparing her another
episode.

 



***

 


After
looking for the key ring to no avail, Sherry sighed. “I’ll have to
let Ned know. He can probably get her another at the boutique. He
only gave it to her the other day, I’m sure they’ll have
more.”

“Don’t fret dear, it’ll turn up,” Kenny said as they began
walking down Sherry’s street. Sherry’s house was a small two-storey
structure with two bedrooms upstairs and one on the main floor,
which she used as a playroom/guest bedroom for Denise. The other
houses on her quaint street ranged in size from bungalow-style to
ranch-style. There was a total of eight houses on the small bank
where she lived; four on one side, four on the opposite
side.

“I know we’ve been here a coupla days now, but I feel like we
ain’t had a moment to talk.” Kenny held his daughter’s hand. “How
ya been keepin’?”

“Pretty good, daddy.” She leaned her head against his shoulder.
“I’m glad yer here, though.”

Kenny
squeezed Sherry’s hand. “How’s work?”

“Good. I took a coupla days off to spend with you guys. Leon’s
lookin’ after the store for now.”

They
continued walking when suddenly they approached Jinny Marx’s place.
Mandy, Jinny’s daughter, was walking out the front door when they
arrived.

“How ya holdin’ up, sweetheart?” Sherry grasped Jinny’s hand as
she leaned on the white plank fence.

“I’m doin’ okay.” Mandy looked up at her mother’s house. “It’s
sad, but the house is goin’ on the market tomorrow.”

Sherry’s
eyes widened. “What? Why?”

Mandy’s
bottom lip quivered. “Oh, I can’t afford to keep this place. It’s
amazin’ momma kept it up for so long. Besides, I’ve got my place
over in Little Rock.”

Kenny
was astonished. “How did ya manage to get it ready so
quickly?”

“I ain’t got much choice, sir,” she explained. “Reverend
Telly’s doin’ the funeral service for free, but I have to sell the
place to cover funeral costs and other expenses momma left. God
rest her soul.”

“I’m sure Reverend Telly’ll take up a collection for ya,
darlin’.” Sherry patted her hand comfortingly.

“I appreciate it. But it ain’t enough.” Mandy shook her head.
“Momma never spoke about money, we was never raised that way. My
brother Dan and sister Penelope, they’re too far away bein’ in
Texas ‘n all. They ain’t even comin’ to the funeral.”

“That’s too bad,” Sherry frowned. “Anything we can do to
help?”

“I appreciate the offer, but momma didn’t have much. Aside from
some furniture and dishes, which I’m leavin’ with the house, all
she had was some clothes and linens. I’m takin’ ‘em to church
tomorrow before the funeral.”

Mandy
changed tack. Her voice was laced with conviction. “I tell ya,
those son’s a bitches that ‘r settin’ fires in this town…well,
they’d be best to set fire to momma’s house, it’d be worth more to
me then. The only thing she had was a goddamn insurance policy on
the house. She had nothin’ else worth any money.”

Sherry’s
mouth dropped open. “That’s a hell of a thing to say,
Mandy.”

“I’m sorry,” Mandy said forlornly. “It’s the truth. I wish
momma’d been more honest with me. I coulda helped her. Instead, I’m
left cleanin’ up the mess and payin’ her bills. She picked one hell
of a time to die.”
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