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  This book is for my beloved husband, Hal—


  pilot, shipmate, and running buddy on the


  continuing journey . . . and for Jane and


  Vereen Bell, who went down the river with us


  in the summer of 1999.




  THE MISSISSIPPI is well worth reading about. It is not a commonplace river, but on the contrary is in all ways remarkable. . . . It seems safe to say that it is also the crookedest river in the world, since in one part of its journey it uses up one thousand three hundred miles to cover the same ground that the crow would fly over in six hundred and seventy-five. . . .




  It is a remarkable river in this: that instead of widening toward its mouth, it grows narrower; grows narrower and deeper. From the junction of the Ohio to a point half way down to the sea, the width averages a mile in high water: thence to the sea the width steadily diminishes, until, at the “Passes,” above the mouth, it is but little over a half a mile. At the junction of the Ohio the Mississippi’s depth is eighty-seven feet; the depth increases gradually, reaching one hundred and twenty-nine just above the mouth.




  —Mark Twain, Life on the Mississippi
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  Sometimes life is more like a river than a book.




  —Cort Conley




  June 10, 1965




  It’s Girls A-Go-Go Down the Mississippi




  PADUCAH, Ky. (AP)—“We can’t believe we’re finally going to do it!” were the parting words of 12 excited Mary Scott College students about to begin their “Huck Finn” journey down the Mississippi River on a raft.




  The adventuresome misses weighed anchor at 1:15 p.m. today, bound for New Orleans, 950 miles south. Their departure was delayed when one of the “crew” threw an anchor into the river with no rope attached, necessitating a bikini-clad recovery operation, to the crowd’s delight. “Hey, New Orleans is thataway!” shouted local wags as the ramshackle craft finally left land, hours later than planned.




  Their skipper, 74-year-old retired river-boat captain Gordon S. Cartwright, answered an ad that the girls had run in a riverboat magazine, writing them that he would pilot their raft down the river for nothing. He plans to make eight or nine miles an hour during daylight, tie up at night, and reach New Orleans in 10 or 12 days.




  “I’ve carried more tonnage, but never a more valuable cargo,” said the captain.




  The girls include Ruth d’Agostino of New York, N.Y.; Margaret Burns Ballou of Demopolis, Ala.; Lauren DuPree of Mobile, Ala.; Courtney Gray of Raleigh, N.C.; Jane Gillespie of Richmond, Va.; Susan Alexis Hill of Atlanta, Ga.; Harriet Holding of Staunton, Va.; Bowen Montague of Nashville, Tenn.; Suzanne St. John of New Orleans, La.; Anna Todd of Ivy, W.Va.; Catherine Wilson of Birmingham, Ala.; and Mimi West of Silver Spring, Md.




  The raft, named the Daisy Pickett, was built by a Paducah construction company under Captain Cartwright’s supervision. Resembling a floating porch, the Daisy Pickett is a 40-by-16-foot wooden platform with plyboard sides, built on 52 oil drums and powered by two 40-horsepower motors. It cost $1,800 to build. The raft has a superstructure of two-by-fours with a tarpaulin top that the “sailors” can pull up over it, mosquito netting that they can hang up, and a shower consisting of a bucket overhead with a long rope attached to it.




  Living provisions are piled in corners of the raft, with army cots around the walls for sleeping. Some girls will have to sleep on the floor each night, or on land. A roughly lettered sign spelling “Galley” leads into a two-by-four-foot plywood enclosure with canned goods, hot dog buns, and other odds and ends of food supplies. The girls will take turns on “KP duty” and have a small wood-burning stove in one corner.




  The Daisy Pickett left flying two flags, an American flag and a hand-painted flag sporting a huge yellow daisy.




  Mile 736


  Memphis, Tennessee


  Friday 5/7/99


  1645 hours




  HARRIET THINKS IT WAS William Faulkner who said that Mississippi begins in the lobby of the Peabody hotel. Waiting to check in at the ornate desk, she can well believe it. Vast and exotic as another country, the hushed lobby stretches away forever with its giant chandeliers, its marble floors, its palms, Oriental rugs and central fountain, its islands of big comfortable furniture where gorgeous blond heiresses lean forward toward each other telling secrets Harriet will never know and could not even imagine. Oh she has no business being here in Memphis at all, no business in this exclusive lobby, no business going on this trip down the river again with these women she doesn’t even know any longer and has nothing in common with, nothing at all. As if she ever did. As if it were not all entirely a coincidence—proximity, timing, the luck of the draw, whatever. Harriet has read that they assign roommates now strictly by height, a system that works as well as any other. And in fact she and Baby were exactly the same height (five feet six inches) and exactly the same weight (125 pounds)—though Lord knows it was distributed differently—when they were paired as roommates at Mary Scott College in 1963. They could wear each other’s clothes perfectly. Harriet remembers pulling on that little gray cashmere sweater set the minute Baby took it off, Baby coming in drunk from an afternoon date as Harriet rushed out for the evening; she remembers how warm and soft the cashmere felt slipping down over her breasts which no boy had ever seen. That was freshman year.




  Oh this is all a dreadful mistake, Harriet realizes now as her heart starts to pound and she tries to breathe slowly and deeply in the freezing fragrant air of the Peabody hotel. She anchors herself by looking up the nearest column, so massive, so polished, really she is quite insignificant here beside it. Insignificant, all her unseemly heaving and gasping and emotional display. Harriet gazes up and up and up the slick veined column stretching out of sight into the dark Southern air of the mezzanine at the top of the marble staircase that leads to all those rooms where even now, cotton deals and pork-belly futures are being determined and illicit lunchtime affairs are still in steamy progress. Oh, stop! What is wrong with her? Everything Harriet has worked so hard to get away from comes flooding back and she has to sit down on a pretty little bench upholstered in a flame stitch. She really can’t breathe. She’s still getting over her hysterectomy anyway. She gasps and looks around. The walls are deep rose, a color Harriet has always thought of as Italian, though she has never been to Italy. The lighting, too, is rosy and muted, as if to say, “Calm down, dear. Hush. Everything will be taken care of. Don’t worry your pretty little head . . .”




  A black waiter appears before her with a silver tray and a big grin (Doesn’t he know how politically incorrect he is?) and asks if he can bring her anything and Harriet says, “Yes, please, some water,” and then he says, “My pleasure,” and disappears like magic to get it. The big corporation that runs this hotel now must have taught them all to say “My pleasure” like that, Harriet is sure of it. No normal black boy from Memphis would say “My pleasure” on his own.




  But was it William Faulkner who said, “Mississippi begins in the lobby of the Peabody hotel”? Or did somebody else say it? Or did she, Harriet Holding, just make that up? At fifty-three, Harriet can’t remember anything, sometimes of course it’s a blessing. But for instance she can’t remember the names of her students five minutes after the term is over, and she can’t remember the names of her colleagues at the community college if she runs into them someplace unexpected such as the Pizza Hut or Home Depot, as opposed to the faculty lounge or the library where she has seen them daily for thirty years.




  Yet suddenly, as if it were only yesterday, Harriet can remember Baby Ballou’s beautiful face when she married Charlie Mahan in the biggest wedding Harriet has ever seen, to this day, and they were all bridesmaids: Harriet and Anna and Courtney, suitemates forever, and now they’re all gathering again. Oh, it’s too much! Just because Harriet took care of Baby Ballou in college does not mean she has an obligation to do so for the rest of her life.




  Harriet can’t remember why she ever consented to do this anyway, why she ever called Charlie Mahan back when he left that message on her voice mail, considering it was probably all his fault anyway. Yet Charlie Mahan is still charming, clearly, that deep throaty drawl that always reminds Harriet of driving down a gravel road, the way she and Baby used to do when she went down to Alabama visiting. Joyriding, Baby called it. Harriet has never been joyriding since. Just driving aimlessly out into the country in Baby’s convertible, down any road they felt like, past kudzu-covered barns and cotton fields and little kids who stood in the yard and silently watched them pass and would not wave. Just drinking beer and listening to Wilson Pickett on the radio while bugs died on the windshield and weeds reached in at them on either side, towering goldenrod and bee balm, joe-pye weed as tall as a man. Like everything else in the Deep South, those weeds were too big, too tangled, too jungly. They’d grow up all around you and strangle you in a heartbeat, Harriet felt. A Virginian, Harriet had always thought she was Southern herself until she went to Alabama with Baby Ballou. And now here she is again, poised on the lush dark verge of the Deep South one more time.




  Harriet thinks of the present the bridemaids gave Baby the night before her wedding, sort of a joke present but not really, not really a joke at all, as things have turned out: a fancy evening bag, apricot watered silk, it had belonged to somebody’s grandmother. “Everything you need to live in the Delta,” they had printed on the accompanying card. Inside the purse was a black silk slip and a half-pint of gin. Harriet could use a drink of gin herself just thinking about Baby’s thin flushed face with those cheekbones like wings and her huge pale startled blue eyes and the long dark hair that fell into her face and how she kept pushing it back in the same obsessive way she bit her nails and smoked cigarettes and did everything else.




  “Here you are, ma’am,” the waiter says, coming back with a beaded crystal goblet of ice water, but when Harriet fishes in her purse for a tip, he waves his hand grandly and glides off singing out “My pleasure!” in a ringing gospel voice. Harriet fights back an urge to laugh because she knows that if she does, she will never, ever, stop.




  A scholarship student all through school, Harriet often identified more with the blacks she worked alongside in the college dining room than with some of her classmates who had never worked one day in their privileged lives. A black person will tell you the truth. As opposed to rich white Southerners who will tell you whatever they think you’d like to hear. They will tell themselves this, too, before they go ahead and do whatever it was that they wanted to do in the first place.




  A beautiful coffee-colored nurse presided over the examination that decided Harriet’s recent hysterectomy, shining a flashlight thing around inside Harriet while three white male doctors stood in a row and said “Hmmm” and “Humn” gravely and professionally. One of them, apparently her primary doctor, looked like he was twelve years old. The doctors were looking at her reproductive tract on a television screen set up right there in the examining room. Harriet, feet up in the stirrups and a sheet wrapped primly around the rest of herself, was watching this television, too. It was truly amazing to see her own uterus and ovaries and Fallopian tubes and everything thrown up on the screen like a map. It was a miracle of modern medicine and so, oddly enough, it was not personally embarrassing to Harriet at all. In fact, it was like she wasn’t even there. The doctors discussed the mass on her ovaries, which they couldn’t actually see, due to the fibroid tumors in her uterus. “Hmmmmm,” they opined significantly. Then the doctors withdrew, walking in a straight white line out the door to consult privately among themselves.




  The nurse, who had said not a word during the entire examination, turned to Harriet. She cocked her head and raised one elegant eyebrow. “Listen here, honey,” she announced, “in my line of work, I’ve seen about a million of these, and I want to tell you something. If I was you, I’d get the whole fucking thing took out.”




  Harriet did just that. She’d been bleeding too much for years anyway. (Somehow the phrase “bleeding heart liberal” comes into her mind.) But a person can get used to anything and so she had gotten used to it, used to feeling that tired and never having much energy and having those hot flashes at the most inopportune times.




  “Didn’t all these symptoms interfere with your sex life?” the young doctor had asked her at one point.




  “I don’t have a sex life,” Harriet told him, realizing as she spoke that this was true. It has been true for years. The phrase “use it or lose it” comes into her mind.




  Well, the truth is, she didn’t mind losing it. In many ways, it has been a relief, though Harriet always thought she’d have children eventually. She always thought she’d marry. Harriet is still surprised, vaguely, that these things have not happened to her. It’s just that she’s been so busy taking care of everybody—first Jill, then Mama, then starting the COMEBACK! program at her school, sponsoring the newspaper and the yearbook; and, of course, her students have been her children in a way. She sees them now, sprinkled all across the Shenandoah Valley, everywhere she goes. “Hello, Miss Holding! Hello, Miss Holding!” their bright voices cry from their strangely old faces. She can’t remember a one of them. Time has picked up somehow, roaring along like a furious current out of control . . .




  If she hadn’t had the hysterectomy, would she ever have agreed to Charlie Mahan’s request, would she have gone along with this crazy scheme? Somehow she doesn’t think so. But it’s true that things started seriously slipping over a year ago, even before she consulted the gynecologist. She just didn’t feel like herself. Her mind started wandering, for one thing. For instance, she might arrive in Charlottesville for a meeting without even the faintest memory of having driven all the way over there, what route she took, and so forth. She might walk from her living room into her kitchen and then just stand there, wondering what she’d come for, what she’d had in mind. Her friend Phyllis called it the Change. A big, bossy woman who teaches accounting at the college with Harriet, Phyllis has already gone through the Change all by herself, pooh-poohing doctors and eating huge handfuls of ginkgo baloba and ginseng from the health food store in Roanoke.




  “You’ve got to go with the flow, change with the change,” she advised Harriet. “Try some zinc.”




  “Or maybe a man,” Harriet surprised herself by saying. The words flew right out of her mouth.




  “Why, Harriet!” Phyllis was as surprised as she was. Phyllis herself doesn’t want a man, she has announced, because if she got one now, she’d probably just end up taking care of him, and then he’d die on her. Men are like mayflies, Phyllis says.




  But Harriet had found herself thinking about them anyway. Sometimes she woke up at night with her body on fire, thinking about them. She did not tell Phyllis about this. Harriet always liked men; she used to have dates with them, too, mostly decorous dates that stopped when they got too demanding. Or, to be accurate, that’s when Harriet stopped seeing them. And they were nice men: the new minister at the First Methodist Church, a widower; the academic dean of her college, whose wife ran off with her yoga instructor; and, once, her own dentist, who asked her out for dinner while he was in the middle of performing a root canal on her upper left canine. Of course, she nodded yes, leaning way back in the chair like that. Why, he could have drilled right straight on up into her brain. Not that he would have, Henry Jessup—he turned out to be a very sweet man, actually—a dreamy, poetic sort of man, for a dentist, who had moved back here from Cleveland to take care of his aging parents. He really liked Harriet, too. For some reason he thought she was very funny; he really “got a kick out of her,” or so he said. He took her on hikes, to picnics and outdoor bluegrass festivals. But anytime Henry Jessup tried to say anything serious, Harriet’s mind flew right straight up in the air and perched in a tree like a bird. Finally he gave up. His parents died, and he returned to Cleveland.




  But that was years and years back.




  More recently, just three weeks ago, Harriet practically accosted a strange man on a Saturday morning at the farmers market in her own hometown. Well, that’s an exaggeration. She didn’t accost him. But she spoke to him first, which is not like her, to be sure. She still can’t believe she did it. It was one of her first trips out of the house following her hysterectomy. He was a man she’d never seen before, a stocky, rumpled, pleasant-looking man about her own age with a bald head on top and one of those little gray ponytails Harriet has always liked. He was examining tomatoes.




  “That’s a German Johnson,” she blurted out. “They’re real good. You probably think it’s not ripe, but it is, it’s just pink instead of red. They’re pink tomatoes, German Johnsons.”




  He turned around, smiling, to see who had so much to say about tomatoes. “Thanks,” he said to Harriet. “I’ll take two,” he said to the tomato lady, old Mrs. Irons, still looking at Harriet. “Hey,” he said, right out of the blue, “let’s go get a cup of coffee, what do you say?” But he didn’t give her time to say anything. “Just a minute, let me pay for these tomatoes, okay?”




  While his back was turned, Harriet made her escape, ducking behind the quilt lady’s booth, past the Girl Scout lemonade stand, around the corner and into her waiting car. Safe at last, Harriet burst into tears. She cried all the way home, and not only because her stitches hurt but out of some deep, sad longing she didn’t know she felt. Now she’s sorry, or almost sorry, that she ran away. She wonders who he was. And sometimes she finds herself—if she’s stopped for a light downtown for instance—scanning the streets, looking for that blue denim shirt. Which is perfectly ridiculous. As is her continued crying, which continues to happen at the strangest times . . . this hysterectomy has given her too much time to think.




  Harriet always thought she’d get her Ph.D. and publish papers in learned journals while writing brilliant novels on the side. Why, even Dr. Tompkins wrote “Brilliant” across the top of her term paper once—now whatever was it about? “The Concept of Courtly Love in . . .” something. So why didn’t she ever get her Ph.D.? Why didn’t she ever marry? Why didn’t she have that cup of coffee? These things strike Harriet now as a simple failure of nerve. Of course, she’s always been a bit shy, a bit passive, though certainly she’s a good person, and loyal . . . oh dear! These things could be said of a dog. She’s never been as focused as other people somehow. She’s never had as much energy, and energy is fate, finally. Maybe she’ll have more energy now, since she’s had this hysterectomy. Maybe all that progestin was just confusing her, messing things up. Now she’s on estrogen—“unopposed estrogen,” her young doctor called it—writing out the prescription in his illegible script. “Go out and have some fun,” he said.




  Instead, Harriet is experiencing another failure of nerve here at the desk in the lobby of the Peabody hotel, the entrance to Mississippi. She writes her name on the line, she hands over her Visa card and her driver’s license. She takes the massive gold room key which pleases her somehow; she’s glad they haven’t gone over to those little electric card things.




  “Oh yes, a package arrived for you this morning, Federal Express,” the frail clerk says in an apparent afterthought. He plucks the orange-and-purple cardboard box from the shelf of packages behind him and pushes it across the counter toward Harriet, who steps back from the desk involuntarily. She knows what it is. “El Destino, Sweet Springs, Mississippi,” reads the return address. The clerk hesitates, watching her, watery-eyed. Has he been weeping? He slides the package a little farther across the counter.




  “Shall I take that for you, ma’am?” the bellboy asks at her elbow with her luggage already on his cart. Dumbly Harriet nods. Then it’s over and done, it’s all decided, and it is with a certain sense of relief that she follows the back of his red-and-gold uniform through the lobby toward the elevator, past more ladies drinking in high fragile chairs at the mirrored mahogany bar. Baby should be here, too; she was raised to be a lady though she didn’t give a damn about it. Sometimes Harriet actually hates Baby. To have everything given to you on a silver platter, then to just throw it all away. . . . If anything is immoral, Harriet believes, then that is immoral. Waste. Harriet follows the bellboy past the fountain where the famous ducks swim round and round.




  Soon, she knows, the ducks will waddle out of the fountain and shake their feathers and walk in a line across the lobby and get into an elevator and ride upstairs to wherever they’re kept. The ducks do this every day. What would happen, Harriet wonders, if somebody shooed them out the door and down the street and into the river? This is what’s going to happen to Harriet.




  For here is the great river itself, filling up the whole picture window of her eleventh-floor room. Unable to take her eyes off it, Harriet absentmindedly gives the bellboy a ten-dollar bill. (Oh well, that’s too much but she’s got a lot of luggage; she couldn’t decide what to bring, so she just brought it all.) The bellboy puts the FedEx package down on the glass coffee table next to a potted plant and a local tourist magazine with Elvis on the cover. VISIT THE KING, the headline reads. Harriet moves over toward the window, staring at the river. She does not answer when the bellboy tells her to have a good day; she does not turn around when he leaves. Across the lower rooftops, past the Memphis Business Journal building and the Cotton Exchange and the big NBC building blocking her view to the right, across the street and the trolley tracks, there’s Mud Island where the steamboats dock.




  Improbable as something out of a dream, two of them sit placidly at anchor like dressed-up ladies in church, flags flying, smokestacks gleaming, decks lined with people tiny as ants. While Harriet watches, one of the paddle wheelers detaches itself from Mud Island and steams gaily out into the channel, heading upriver. The ants wave. The whistle toots and the calliope is playing, Harriet knows, though she can’t really hear it, it’s too far, and you can’t open these hotel windows. But she imagines it is playing “Dixie.” Now the steamboat looks like a floating wedding cake, its wake spread out in a glistening V behind it. Can this be the Belle of Natchez herself, the boat Harriet will board in the morning? Probably not. Probably this is just one of the day cruisers, maybe the sunset cruise or the evening dinner cruise already leaving. Harriet certainly doesn’t have much time to get herself together before she is supposed to meet Courtney in the dining room. Now why did she ever say she’d do that? Married, organized, and rich, Courtney is everything Harriet is not. Each year she sends Harriet a Christmas card with a picture of herself and her family posed in front of an enormous stone house. Two sons, two daughters, a cheery husband in a red vest. Tall. All of them very tall.




  The river is brown and glossy, shining in the sun like the brown glass of old bottles. Here at Memphis it is almost a mile wide; you can barely see across it. The Hernando de Soto bridge arches into Arkansas, into oblivion, carrying lines of brightly colored cars like so many little beetles. Light glints off them in thousands of tiny arrows. The sun hangs like a white-hot plate burning a hole in the sky all around, its sunbeams leaping back from the steamboat’s brown wake and off the shiny motorboats flashing by. Harriet is getting dizzy. She’s glad to be here, up so high in the Peabody hotel, behind this frosty glass. Across the river, along the low dreamy horizon, clouds stack themselves like pillows into the sky. A thunderstorm in the making? Too much is happening too fast. At her window, behind the glass, Harriet feels insignificant before this big river, this big sky. Surely it won’t matter if she leaves now, quickly and inconspicuously, before Courtney finds out she’s here. Oh she should lie down, she should hang up her dress, she should go back home.




  The river . . . it all started with the river. How amazing that they ever did it, twelve girls, ever went down this river on that raft, how amazing that they ever thought of it in the first place.




  WELL, THEY WERE YOUNG. Young enough to think why not when Baby said it, and then to do it: just like that. Just like Huck Finn and Jim in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn which they were reading in Mr. Gaines’s Great Authors class at Mary Scott, sophomore year.




  Tom Gaines was the closest thing to a hippie on the faculty at Mary Scott, the closest thing to a hippie that most of them had ever seen in 1965, since the sixties had not yet come to girls’ schools in Virginia. So far, the sixties had only happened in Time magazine and on television. Life at the fairy-tale Blue Ridge campus was proceeding much as it had for decades past, with only an occasional emissary from the changing world beyond, such as somebody’s longhaired folk-singing cousin from up north incongruously flailing his twelve-string guitar on the steps of the white-columned administration building. And Professor Tom Gaines, who wore jeans and work boots to class (along with the required tie and tweed sports jacket), bushy beard hiding half his face, curly reddish-brown hair falling down past his collar. Harriet was sure he’d been hired by mistake. But here he was anyway, big as life and right here on their own ancient campus among the pink brick buildings and giant oaks and long green lawns and little stone benches and urns. Girls stood in line to sign up for his classes. He is so cute, ran the consensus.




  But it was more than that, Harriet realized later. Mr. Gaines was passionate. He wept in class, reading “The Dead” aloud. He clenched his fist in fury over Invisible Man, he practically acted out Absalom, Absalom, trying to make them understand it. Unfortunately for all the students, Mr. Gaines was already married to a dark, frizzy-haired Jewish beauty who wore long tie-dyed skirts and no bra. They carried their little hippie baby, Maeve, with them everywhere in something like a knapsack except when Harriet, widely known as the most responsible English major, came to baby-sit. Now people take babies everywhere, but nobody did it then. You were supposed to stay home with your baby, but Sheila Gaines did not. She had even been seen breast-feeding Maeve publicly in Dana Auditorium, watching her husband act in a Chekov drama. He played Uncle Vanya and wore a waistcoat. They had powdered his hair and put him in little gold spectacles but nothing could obscure the fact that he was really young and actually gorgeous, a young hippie professor playing an old Russian man. Due to the extreme shortage of men at Mary Scott, Mr. Gaines was in all the plays. He was Hamlet and Stanley Kowalski. His wife breast-fed Maeve until she could talk, to everyone’s revulsion.




  But Mr. Gaines’s dramatic streak was what made his classes so wonderful. For Huck Finn, he adopted a sort of Mark Twain persona as he read aloud from the book, striding around the old high-ceilinged room with his thumbs hooked under imaginary galluses. Even this jovial approach failed to charm Harriet, who had read the famous novel once before, in childhood, but now found it disturbing not only in the questions it raised about race but also in Huck’s loneliness, which Harriet had overlooked the first time through, caught up as she was in the adventure. In Mr. Gaines’s class, Harriet got goose-bumps all over when he read aloud:




  Then I set down in a chair by the window and tried to think of something cheerful, but it warn’t no use. I felt so lonesome I most wished I was dead. The stars were shining, and the leaves rustled in the woods ever so mournful; and I heard an owl, away off, who-whooing about somebody that was dead, and a whippoorwill and a dog crying about somebody that was going to die, and the wind was trying to whisper something to me, and I couldn’t make out what it was and so it made the cold shivers run over me. Then away out in the woods I heard that kind of sound that a ghost makes . . .




  This passage could have been describing Harriet; it could have been describing her life right then. Mr. Gaines was saying something about Huck’s “estrangement” as “existential,” as “presaging the modern novel,” but Harriet felt it as personal, deep in her bones. She believed it was what country people meant when they said they felt somebody walking across their grave. For even in the midst of college, here at Mary Scott where she was happier than she would ever be again, Harriet Holding continued to have these moments she’d had ever since she could remember, as a girl and as a young woman, ever since she was a child. Suddenly a stillness would come over everything, a hush, then a dimming of the light, followed by a burst of radiance during which she could see everything truly, everything, each leaf on a tree in all its distinctness and brief beauty, each hair on the top of somebody’s hand, each crumb on a tablecloth, each black and inevitable marching word on a page. During these moments Harriet was aware of herself and her beating heart and the perilous world with a kind of rapture that could not be borne, really, leaving her finally with a little headache right between the eyes and a craving for chocolate and a sense of relief. She was still prone to such intensity. There was no predicting it either. You couldn’t tell when these times might occur or when they would go away. Her mother used to call it “getting all wrought up.” “Harriet,” she often said, “you’re just getting all wrought up. Calm down, honey.”




  But Harriet couldn’t help it.




  Another day Mr. Gaines read from the section where Huck and Jim are living on the river:




  Sometimes we’d have that whole river to ourselves for the longest time. Yonder was the banks and the islands, across the water, and maybe a spark—which was a candle in a cabin window . . . and maybe you could hear a fiddle or a song coming over from one of them crafts. It’s lovely to live on a raft.




  His words had rung out singly, like bells, in the old classroom. Harriet could hear each one in her head. It was a cold pale day in February. Out the window, bare trees stood blackly amid the gray tatters of snow.




  Then Baby had said, “I’d love to do that. Go down the Mississippi River on a raft, I mean.” It was a typical response from Baby, who personalized everything, who was famous for saying, “Well, I’d never do that!” at the end of The Awakening when Edna Pontellier walks into the ocean. Baby was not capable of abstract thought. She had too much imagination. Everything was real for her, close up and personal.




  “We could do it, you know,” Suzanne St. John spoke up. “My uncle owns a plantation right on the river, my mother was raised there. She’d know who to talk to. I’ll bet we could do it if we wanted to.” Next to Courtney, Suzanne St. John was the most organized girl in school, an angular forthright girl with a businesslike grown-up hairdo who ran a mail-order stationery business out of her dorm room.




  “Girls, girls,” Mr. Gaines had said disapprovingly. He wanted to get back to the book, he wanted to be the star. But the girls were all looking at each other. Baby’s eyes were shining. “YES!” she wrote on a piece of paper, handing it to Harriet, who passed it along to Suzanne. Yes. This was Baby’s response to everything.




  Harriet shivers. She hangs up the new navy dress with the matching jacket she’ll wear to dinner tonight. She orders all her clothes from catalogs; it confuses her too much to shop. She unpacks a jumble of cosmetics and medications (vitamins, cold cream, calcium, Advil, lipstick, the alarming estrogen) and tosses the old envelope of clippings onto the bed. She steps out of her sensible flats and takes off her denim jumper and white T-shirt (Lands’ End) and hangs them up in the closet alongside the navy dress. All these clothes she might have owned in college, she realizes, confirming her suspicion that whatever you’re like in your youth, you only get more so with age.




  She remembers believing, as a girl, that wisdom would set in somehow, sometime, as a matter of course. Now she doubts it. There are no grown-ups—this is the big dirty secret that nobody ever tells you. No grown-ups at all, including herself. She cannot think of an exception—except, probably, Courtney, the suitemate she’ll be having dinner with later tonight. The very thought of Courtney makes Harriet feel like her bra strap is showing or her period has started and she’s got blood on the back of her skirt. But this is ridiculous! Harriet has had a complete hysterectomy and now she has to lie down. Her doctor has prescribed a daily rest for the first four months after surgery, and in fact, Harriet cannot imagine doing without it. She’s so tired . . . They say that for every hour you’re under anesthesia, a month of recuperation is required. Maybe that’s an old wives’ tale. One thing that’s perfectly clear is that Harriet Holding will never be an old wife. It’s too late now.




  Though she doesn’t really look old . . . Harriet slides off her slip to stand before the mirror in her white underwear. The only real difference is that her brown pageboy is cropped below her ears now instead of at her shoulders, the way she used to wear it. But her hair is not yet gray, only a softer, duller brown. Suddenly she remembers overhearing Baby on the phone once during freshman year, arranging blind dates for them all. “Harriet? I don’t know exactly what you mean by ‘good-looking,’ but she’s very attractive, and she’s got the most interesting face . . .” It’s just a bit asymmetrical, actually, with a wide forehead and big hazel eyes set slightly too far apart; a pretty, straight nose like her mother’s; and a rueful, mobile mouth. The color comes and goes too easily in her face. Which has always embarrassed her. And she can’t hide any of her feelings. Now flushed in the sunset’s last glow which illumines the whole room, Harriet could almost be the girl who went down the Mississippi River on that raft so many years ago. She’s still trim, her skin pale and softly freckled and luminous in this odd peachy light. Her stomach is flat, her breasts firm. Children have not worn her out.




  But suddenly Harriet can’t breathe. She leans forward clutching the dresser, staring into the mirror. The light flares up behind her somehow, throwing her face into darkness. Now she’s a black cutout paper doll of a woman set against the glowing rectangle of sky, not a woman at all, nobody really, a dark silhouette. Tears sting her eyes; she gropes for the lamp switch and turns it on. The room comes back. Harriet throws herself down on the bed, heart beating through her body like her blood. Here it comes again: she’s all wrought up. Of course she can’t rest. Finally she sits up, gets the envelope, and fishes out a faded newspaper entry from the Lexington, Kentucky, newspaper, dated June 10, 1965. OLD MAN RIVER, HERE WE COME! the headline says. Harriet scans the article, smiling. She has not looked through these clippings for years.




  THEY’D NAMED THE RAFT for an early Mary Scott College alumna from Paducah whose sister, Lucille Pickett, had entertained them for tea in her gingerbread family home on the bluff several days before the launch. Harriet remembers that tea as if it were a scene in a play, the crowded musty parlor like a stage set, the old lady sitting up ramrod straight on one of those terrible tufted horsehair sofas, referring again and again to “Sis-tah Daisy,” whose photographs lined the walls. A dark-haired beauty, Sis-tah Daisy had been a concert pianist, they were told. After her graduation from Mary Scott, she had performed in “all the grand capitals of Europe,” settling at length in Paris where her brilliant career continued until a personal tragedy forced her to return to Paducah. Miss Pickett had said “personal tragedy” in such a way that no one, not even Baby, dared to ask what it was.




  “Here she gave private lessons at that very piano until her untimely death,” Miss Pickett continued, pointing at the piano with her cane. (Catherine Wilson, on the piano bench, jumped up as if shot, then sat back down shamefaced.) “But I must say,” Miss Pickett continued, “after her return from Europe, a certain luster was lost. A certain luster was most assuredly lost.” She seemed lost in thought herself for a moment, then began banging her cane on the floor with such force that everyone was startled.




  A tiny black maid who looked as old as Miss Pickett herself came scurrying out of the kitchen bearing a tarnished silver tray piled high with slices of fruitcake, of all things, and passed it around. Harriet ate hers dutifully, though she got the giggles when she happened to catch, out of the corner of her eye, Baby slipping her own slice of fruitcake into her purse. Of course it was left over from Christmas! Of course it was. Or maybe the Christmas before that.




  Finally they escaped, running down the sidewalk toward the nondescript motel near the dock where they were staying, laughing all the way. Who could even imagine how old that woman was! And what about the fruitcake? By the time they reached the river, they’d named the raft: the Daisy Pickett. Harriet felt that they had cheapened the memory of the mysterious Daisy by doing so; she hoped that Miss Lucille would never know it, but of course this was impossible. They were celebrities in Paducah for the next four days as they bought provisions and made commercials to finance the trip. Everything they did was on the news.




  Now she reads to the end of the article. “The girls wore white T-shirts with yellow daisies painted on them and sang, ‘Good-bye, Paducah,’ to the tune of ‘Hello, Dolly’ as the unusual craft departed.” In fact, in Harriet’s memory, they sang relentlessly, all the time, all the way down the Mississippi. They sang in spite of all their mishaps and travails: the tail of the hurricane that hit them before they even got to Cairo, a diet consisting mostly of tuna and doughnuts, mosquito bites beyond belief, and rainstorms that soaked everything they owned. If anything really bad happened to them, they knew they could call up somebody’s parents collect, and the parents would come and fix things. They expected to be taken care of. Nobody had yet suggested to them that they might ever have to make a living or that somebody wouldn’t marry them and look after them for the rest of their lives. They all smoked cigarettes. They were all cute. They headed down the river with absolute confidence that they would get where they were going.




  How ignorant they were! But it was just as well, really, wasn’t it? Because everything is going to happen to you sooner or later anyway, whether you know it or not. Maybe it’s better not to know. Harriet flips through the rest of the soft yellowed clippings. Datelines read Helena, Arkansas; Caruthersville, Missouri; Vicksburg; Natchez; Baton Rouge . . . Here’s a close-up of Baby and Harriet on the front page of the Memphis paper, bandannas tied around their heads, squinting into the sun, grinning raffish sailors’ grins at the camera. Here’s another one, a group shot of them all on the daisy-painted bow, waving and cheering except for Baby who stares moodily off to the side, Harriet notices now, across the wide water.




  Harriet pauses at a photograph of activities on deck—Courtney and Suzanne are playing cards, several girls (is that Ruth under the brim of that Panama hat?) are reading, while Bowen does her nails and Baby sleeps. Smack in the middle of them all, clearly oblivious to the rest, Anna sits cross-legged, writing in a notebook. “If it looks confusing, you’ve got the right idea!” this article reads. “This literary crew contains several writers. At center, Anna Todd, junior English major from Ivy, West Virginia, is writing her first novel.” Not even her first, Harriet thinks. And certainly not her last. Now she’s written how many? Twenty or so? Thirty? All these romances, Harriet hasn’t read them but she’s sure they’re terrible, simply because Anna is so famous, frequently mentioned in People magazine and even Parade. Oh dear. How will Harriet ever be able to ask Anna about her work? She should have tried to read them at least; her own mother had read romances all the time. Harriet’s mother’s bed was strewn with paperbacks, all those shiny lurid covers with the girls bursting out of their bodices and a castle in the background someplace. For this old newspaper photograph, Anna had taken an ostentatiously literary pose—pen raised, lips pursed, brow furrowed in concentration, red hair rippling all down her back.




  But she had been writing, too, Harriet remembers with a start. She was writing a novel. She’d begun it on the raft and then failed to complete it, of course, when everything happened. But yes—Harriet was writing a novel, in between stints as cook and navigator, in between hands of bridge. It was an initiation story. An eight-year-old girl trying to come to terms with the loss of her father, with her mother’s promiscuity. Harriet had outlined it as precisely as she used to outline the pictures in her coloring books as a child, with thick dark exact lines, pressing down hard. Then all she’d had to do was color the insides. A snap. Harriet had written two or three pages of the novel every day on the raft. (Anna wrote a daily ten or twelve pages of hers, while Baby scribbled sometimes on little scraps of paper then jammed them down into the pockets of her cutoff jeans.)




  They’d all been in visiting writer Lucian Delgado’s creative writing class that spring, Lucian Delgado with his rumpled three-piece white suits and all the pain in the world behind his weary, hooded eyes. Terrible things had happened to him and were happening to him still. He conveyed this without words; they could just tell. Scandals, wrecks, arrests, divorces . . . “Don’t write, my lovelies!” Lucian Delgado would tell them in class. “Stop if you possibly can!” Of course, this made them all work harder than ever. Once when Harriet went to his office for a conference, she found Lucian Delgado passed out cold across his desk, silk tie thrown on the floor, typewritten pages strewn everywhere. Harriet had picked them up and put them in a stack on a corner of the desk. She read one sentence, which said, “From his balcony, the pointed roofs of the city lay below him like a great sea, devoid of hope or even interest.” Harriet tiptoed over and bent down to stare at him curiously, his mouth slack with a little drool in the corner, his cheek smashed down on an open copy of the New York Review of Books. A fly buzzed noisily at the window, striking the frosted pane again and again. Harriet had tiptoed out. Lucian Delgado gave everybody an A, then disappeared before the end of the term, never returning their final stories.




  But on the raft, Harriet was writing a novel. It’s all coming back to her now. She followed her outline resolutely. They had learned how plot works: beginning, middle, and end; conflict, complication, and resolution. It was as simple as that. Harriet was twenty years old. She knew all about plot. Her outline seems so silly to her now, ridiculous; such plots may have been suited only to boys’ books anyway. Certainly these forms don’t fit Harriet’s life, or the lives of any women she knows, or the lives of any of the women she works with in the COMEBACK! program. In her Write for Your Life workshop, where Harriet tries to help her students tell their own life stories, she has learned that there are more ways to tell stories than she could ever have dreamed. And all the stories are different.




  Mr. Gaines had explained that Huck—their inspiration—was an American Odysseus off on an archetypal journey, the oldest plot of all. According to the archetype, the traveler learns something about himself along the way. What did we learn? Harriet wonders now. Not much. Only that if you’re cute and sing a lot of songs, people will come out whenever you dock and bring you pound cake and ham and beer and keys to the city, and when you get to New Orleans, you will be met by the band from Preservation Hall on a tugboat and showered by red roses dropped from a helicopter, paid for by somebody’s daddy.




  “A Raft of Girls,” another caption reads, beneath a picture of them dancing on a dock someplace, Harriet believes it was Baton Rouge. Would she remember the trip at all if she didn’t have the clippings? Certainly she wouldn’t remember these details: Baby’s bandanna and the captain’s umbrella and all those tunafish sandwiches. They did an ad for some tuna company, wasn’t that it? And an ad for some blue jeans company that photographed their butts from behind, leaning over the Daisy Pickett’s rail. If they made the same trip today, they would not be referred to as “girls” in any of these articles. They would be called “women.” And they would never, ever, consent to that butt shot.




  It’s twilight when Harriet wakes, strangely and fully rested from her brief nap, yet flushed and disoriented. She springs up, her body tingling all over. She is drawn toward the window. A wide apricot swath of light lies now across the river, solemn and elegaic, fading even as Harriet watches. Buoys glow red and green. Lights twinkle across the bridge and move on the dark water. It’s a “monstrous big river” out here, as Huck said. Harriet can feel it now, she can already feel its suck and pull and hear its whisper in her ear as she imagines herself floating farther and farther from shore, borne out into the current on a rising tide of unopposed estrogen.




  Mile 736


  Memphis, Tennessee


  Friday 5/7/99


  1900 hours




  “I’LL MEET YOU AT the entrance to Chez Philippe, it’s right off the lobby,” Courtney had said in her gentle North Carolina accent, and sure enough there she is now, waving. Harriet spots her the minute she alights from the elevator. Harriet waves back. Suddenly she’s aware of her own bitten nails, no rings—as opposed to Courtney’s hands which glitter with diamonds and taper to bright red oval nails. Magazine hands. In fact, Courtney herself could have stepped from the pages of Vogue, with her perfect black suit, her pearls, her elegant cap of smooth blond hair. Here beside her, Harriet feels like a caricature: the old maid in the deck of Old Maid cards they used to play with when she was a girl back home.




  But Courtney is just as friendly as can be, kissing Harriet on the cheek, taking her by the elbow to steer her through the dining room to their table, keeping up a patter of small talk. She reminds Harriet of all the ladies who used to come to her mother’s little sewing shop in Staunton, ladies who could easily make charming conversation all afternoon as they stood up straight and turned slowly around and around on the stool like music boxes while Harriet’s mother sat cross-legged on the floor below, mouth full of straight pins, turning up their hems. They were not to look down, and didn’t. Harriet’s mother had held these ladies up to Harriet as a kind of model: this is how she should behave, this is how she should look, this is the life she should aspire to. Clearly, it’s Courtney’s life.




  The waiter appears. They order, and then Courtney chooses a bottle of Chardonnay which goes straight to Harriet’s head. She nods a lot as they eat and Courtney tells her all about her children and about her husband’s success in business and about her own community work on behalf of the library and the church and rape crisis and Harriet forgets what else. “It sounds like you’re so busy,” she finally says. “I guess it was probably pretty hard for you to arrange to take a whole week away from home for this trip. Especially without Hawk, I mean.”




  “Oh no.” Courtney signals the waiter, who takes their plates. “We often travel”—she hesitates—“separately. I’ll be staying on in New Orleans for the weekend, in fact. Also, I wanted to see the plantations along the river, especially the gardens—I’m something of a photographer these days. But of course I wanted to see all of you, too, and in any case, it would have been almost impossible to turn down Charlie Mahan on the phone. It was not a request that one could refuse, was it?”




  “No.”




  “I’ve found myself thinking a lot about Baby ever since I learned about her death anyway,” Courtney goes on. “It was such a shock. Tragic, really.”




  “Yes.” Harriet twists her napkin, suddenly fighting back tears.




  “Did he say anything else to you about it?” Courtney leans forward. “How it happened or anything? Anything more than that brief report in the Alumnae News?”




  “He said it was an accident,” Harriet whispers. “An automobile accident just before Christmas. There’d been an ice storm the night before, so the roads were still slick. Apparently she drove off a bridge on the way to Jackson to do some Christmas shopping.”




  “A single car accident?”




  Harriet nods.




  “Well, it makes you wonder, then, doesn’t it? I mean, whether it was suicide or not. Remember how dramatic she always was? And how . . . troubled. Of course, he’d probably never say, if it was, because of the children and all. I’d never say, myself.” Courtney takes a compact from her purse and looks in the mirror to reapply her red lipstick. “Well? What do you think, Harriet? You were her best friend.”




  Harriet opens her mouth, then closes it. No, I wasn’t. Well, yes, I was. “I don’t know if she killed herself or not,” she tells Courtney now. “I’ll admit, it came into my mind, too, but Charlie certainly didn’t say anything that would indicate it. And remember how fast she always drove?”




  “Well.” Courtney clears her throat. “In any case, I presume you brought the ashes with you?”




  “I just got them,” Harriet says. “Charlie FedExed them here to the hotel. Or at least I’m assuming that’s what’s in the FedEx box. It’s not very big. I mean, it’s just some of her ashes anyway. But I haven’t had the nerve to open the box yet.”




  “Just wait, then.” Courtney pats her hand. “We’ll all do it together, when we’re coming into New Orleans, like Charlie requested. You shouldn’t have to deal with it all by yourself.”




  Oh yes I should, Harriet’s thinking as Courtney signs the check. “Wait,” she says too late. “Let’s go Dutch on this.”




  “Oh heavens no.” Courtney waves to the waiter. “My treat.”




  In school, Harriet remembers, Courtney was poor, too, like she was. It’s nice that she’s apparently gotten rich now, she always wanted it. She was always so concerned about the “right” thing to wear or the “right” thing to do. Now she epitomizes the right thing. And yet she’s still nice, too, she really is, just as nice as she was when she was a girl. Harriet remembers Courtney as wearing badges all the time which identified her as helpful in various ways: freshman orientation leader, student government representative, dorm counselor, Honor Court. She remembers Courtney staying up all night with Baby on a bad drunk, Courtney vacuuming their dormitory lounge. And Courtney’s brown eyes still look out on the world with that same level gaze; her smile is just as frank and open. Harriet fights back an impulse to throw herself into Courtney’s capable manicured hands, to say, for instance, Okay now, Courtney, what about me? Whatever happened to me?




  But Courtney is asking her something. “Weren’t you from some place fairly close to school? Was it Lexington? Or Charlottesville?”




  “Staunton,” Harriet says.




  “Oh yes, of course, I remember Staunton.” Courtney is so polite that it’s impossible to know whether this is true or not. “Staunton is a charming town. Historic, isn’t it?”




  “Yes,” Harriet says. “Very. Yes, it is. Historic, I mean.”




  “And you went back there right after college?”




  “Yes.”




  “And you never married, you smart girl?”




  Harriet knows that Courtney is just saying it this way to be nice.




  “No.” Something more seems called for here, some further explanation, but Harriet can’t think what it could possibly be. “I always thought I would,” she says, “but then I didn’t, somehow. You know.”




  Courtney nods, but of course she doesn’t know. “But really, Harriet, here you are, still looking exactly the same—it’s eerie, honestly! How do you manage it? What’s your secret? And you still live in the very town where you grew up . . . That’s unusual, I think, at least by today’s standards. So, whatever have you been doing all these years? Tell me about yourself.”




  Harriet drains her glass. “I don’t have any secrets,” she says apologetically, standing, a little wobbly. “There’s really nothing to tell.”




  Nothing she can tell anyway. It all began in her mother’s little sewing shop on Water Street in Staunton so many years ago, and in many ways, she’s never really left. Oh, she has her own house now, of course, on Confederate Hill up near the hospital, she’s been there for years and she loves it, really she does, with everything arranged just the way she likes. Flowered wallpaper in the dining room, stenciled borders in the hall (she did them herself), and the cutest little Chinese red library with a gas log fireplace, everyone comments on it. Her mother’s old table Singer sewing machine sits in the library now, holding a lamp and a Boston fern.




  But Harriet still gets the funniest feeling in her stomach every time she drives past the boarded-up sewing shop on Water Street. She would feel better if it were a yogurt shop or a travel agency or, well, anything. As it is now, Harriet has the awful sense that their life—her life—is still going on behind that blackened, dusty pane, those ramshackle boards, that nothing has ever changed.




  THE STOREFRONT ROOM was narrow and high-ceilinged, like a shoe box; at the back, it opened into a smaller version of itself which was mostly used to store cloth and supplies. “Now don’t you even look at my junk room!” her mother would laugh, guiding someone through. Someone . . . who? A man—it was always a man, and Mama was always laughing. A door at the back of the little room led into an alley, where the man had parked his sleek dark car, for reasons of discretion. A black iron stairway, oddly located in the middle of the second room, led up into their living quarters, which Mama called “the apartment.” Actually it was a series of three rooms leading one into the other, right over top of the shop. The girls’ room had twin beds and a three-sided bay window looking out on the street; then came the kitchen, tiny and jumbled yet strangely elegant with its round oak table and hanging Tiffany lamp; then Mama’s room with its own scent—cigarettes and talcum powder and musky perfume and something else, something mysterious. Mama’s room was exotic and beautiful with its big brass bed and rose silk coverlet and piles of soft pillows and clothes strewn all around, its crackly piles of newspapers and magazines. How Harriet and Jill loved to snuggle in the bed with Mama, looking at fashion magazines!




  “Now, what do you girls think of that?” Mama asked, pointing to a long dark cape worn by a skinny disgruntled-looking model.




  “Yuck!” Jill giggled. “Ugly gull!”




  In addition to her other problems, Jill had a slight speech impediment. She couldn’t say her R’s. “Hawwiet,” she called her sister, or just plain “Sissy.” Mama and Harriet collapsed in giggles, paging through Vogue.




  “You know Jill has very good taste,” Mama often said. “I rely totally on her judgment.” Mama was not entirely kidding.




  In some undefinable way, Jill was the moral center, the heart of the little family. Her eyes were unnaturally large, unnaturally blue—“cornflower blue,” Mama said. When she looked at you, it was like she could see deep, deep down into your very soul, and you could never tell her a lie. Jill called forth the best in everybody just by being there, and once she was gone, the best was gone, too, or so it seems to Harriet. Of course, she always knew that they wouldn’t have Jill forever—Mama was clear on that from the beginning—from the “get-go,” as she put it.




  Mama also made it quite clear how she felt about it, too, nearly snapping off Mrs. Ellen Drake’s head the day she ventured to remark, “Well, I must say, Alice, what with no husband and all, this poor crippled child certainly is a cross for you to bear, honey. A cross for you to bear!” Mrs. Ellen Drake always said everything twice.




  “She is not!” Alice Holding snapped, scrambling up from the floor, hands on hips, blond curls quivering. “She is a blessing, Ellen Drake, do you hear me? She is the joy of my heart.” Occasionally Harriet thought disloyally that she’d like to be the joy of her mother’s heart, too, but mostly she was too busy being good, being helpful, to mind. Besides, it was impossible not to love Jill, as it was impossible not to love Mama.




  Mama had the most remarkable sense of style, Harriet can’t imagine where she got it: from the movies, perhaps, or out of magazines, or out of her own head, for she lived on images of glamour and elegance, though she rarely went out. Downstairs in the shop, which was really their living room, Mama’s taste was reflected everywhere—in the curvy lavender love seat with the old mink coat thrown casually across it, like some exotic pet; in the low-hanging crystal chandelier which came, Mama liked to say grandly if somewhat inaccurately, from “Paris, France, Europe,” neglecting to mention the rummage sale where she’d actually found it; in the soft old sofas spread with crazy quilts and velvet throws; in the round Moroccan leather coffee table covered with the most interesting things, eight little boxes that fit inside each other, a silver dagger, a filigree vase full of peacock feathers. And always, swirls of smoke—for many of the ladies who came here did not smoke in public, or even at home—and always, music from Mama’s hi-fi. Though Alice Holding could glance at a dress and reproduce it exactly without a pattern, Harriet was sure that her ladies came to Mama as much for the atmosphere and the conversation as for her considerable dressmaking skills. Surely these ladies had needed a refuge, a little escape from the inexorable demands of their station.




  Stories floated back and forth through the magic air of the sewing shop like the dissolving ribbons of smoke, weaving in and out of themselves, until it was almost impossible to distinguish one from another. Oh, he did not! Oh, she did not! Well, what in the world did you do then, honey? Harriet loved to fall asleep wrapped in the mink coat on the love seat with the soft murmur of stories in her ear. She loved to sit on the Oriental rug in the corner playing Old Maid with Jill or reading to her from the Nancy Drew books they both adored. Harriet loved Nancy’s friends—boyish George Fayne, prissy Bess Marvin—and most of all Nancy herself, energetic and brash and smart, able to solve any mystery.




  For they lived with mystery there in the sewing shop—didn’t they have any grandparents, for instance? Children in books always had doting grandparents. “Oh, please,” Alice said when Harriet badgered her about it. And who was Harriet’s father anyway? Alice was maddeningly mum on this subject, too, though she once said under duress that he was a Yankee sailor she’d met at Virginia Beach. And where was he now? “Gone with the wind,” Alice said. “Ha!” Another time she called Harriet a “love child.” Harriet liked this phrase as much as “joy of my heart” and said it over and over in her mind: love child love child love child. I am a love child. Though, judging by the mirror, it did not seem likely. Could a love child be so thin and pale and earnest? Rose Red, for instance, in the Snow White and Rose Red book, looked more like a love child than Snow White.




  In contrast to Harriet, everybody knew who her sister Jill’s father was, for he had actually married Alice. Hal Ramsey blew into the sewing shop like a big wind, stirring things up, turning their lives upside down. Harriet adored him. Hal Ramsey was a rangy man with a gap-toothed grin and an engaging way of cocking his head when he was talking to you, listening hard, as if what you had to say was terribly important. Harriet was five years old when he first showed up to service Alice’s sewing machine. He knocked on the door in early September and didn’t leave until right before Christmas. That Christmas, Alice cried and cried and didn’t buy Harriet any presents, so some of her ladies pitched in and gave Harriet a drawing kit, a stationery set, some ugly new oxfords, and a beautiful Barbie bride doll.




  They brought Alice some nerve pills.




  Then in February, Hal Ramsey showed up in a brand-new red car, announcing to one and all that he’d come back to marry Mama. Two days later, it was done. Alice’s ladies threw a big party for them at the country club. “Now,” they said, “she’ll settle down and that poor little girl will have a daddy.”




  This was the best part of Harriet’s early childhood, when her mama and Hal were married and he was not on the road. His route covered sixteen counties, but when he was home, Alice cooked pot roasts and Hal Ramsey played his guitar in the kitchen and they drank something called Long Island iced tea and laughed a lot. When he was gone, Alice stood looking out the shop door and smoking a cigarette, tapping her foot. Hal Ramsey took Harriet fishing once at the beginning of trout season to a stream in the mountains outside town. “You got it! You got it!” he shouted, helping her reel in a big rainbow-colored fish that twisted in the sunlight, throwing diamond drops of water all over them both.




  It seemed like no time at all had passed before Alice was pregnant, then Jill was born, then Hal was gone like a shot.




  “Son of a bitch!” Alice said, stomping around the shop in her pink peignoir, a gift from Hal, smoking cigarettes and telling everybody who came in how he had acted like everything was just fine right up until the minute he left, so she didn’t suspect a thing. Not a thing! Nothing at all! Son of a bitch! Her ladies “oohed” and “ahhed” and “tsk-tsked,” bringing casseroles.




  “I’ll tell you one thing,” she said to Harriet. “If a man leaves his wife for you, then he’ll sure enough leave you for another woman. You can mark it down.”




  Harriet registered this, though she knew even then that Mama’s words would never apply to her, and she was nice to Mama’s men friends who started coming by again after Hal Ramsey’s departure. Harriet spent most of the time she was not in school taking care of Jill. Sometimes she thought about that fishing trip, though—the only one she’s ever been on—and she remembered how the sun looked, coming up, and how the fish looked coming out of the water, and how it had turned from every color in the rainbow to dull, dull gray while she held it in her hands.




  Years passed. A special lady came to the apartment to teach Jill her lessons while Mama sewed. Harriet made straight A’s in school where she did not distinguish herself in any other way; somehow, she felt, she could not, since Jill never would.




  When Harriet was in seventh grade, Alice hit on the idea of teaching her how to dance, hoping that this would make Harriet more confident, at least, even if she’d never be popular. These lessons took place in the shop whenever Alice wasn’t busy or when the door closed behind the last lady of the day. Mama would look up and grin at Jill and Harriet. “Party time?” she’d ask. “Sure, I guess,” Harriet said as shyly as if her mama really were one of that mysterious race, boys, while Jill clapped wildly and bounced in her special chair. Jill’s favorite record was “Hernando’s Hideaway” which Harriet enjoyed, too, especially the part where she and Mama stomped one foot and threw up their hands on “Olé!” but her own favorite was the dramatic “Love Is a Many Splendored Thing.”




  Harriet and Mama were sweeping theatrically around the apartment to its exalted strains when Mr. Dabney Carr made his first appearance. The doorbell tinkled and in he popped like a man in a clock, dressed in the nicest dark suit, carrying a coat and an umbrella. Harriet had forgotten that it was raining outside.




  “Oh.” Mama came to a quivering, embarrassed stop.




  “But please continue,” the man said, “I enjoy a waltz myself.” Harriet found this hard to believe, as he was a man who looked like he was all business, a man who didn’t enjoy anything.




  Mama crinkled up her eyes at him. “Do you?” she said. “Well, then.” She crossed the shop in her stocking feet and put the record on again. She wore her pink angora sweater and a long, full skirt.




  The man put down his things and followed her. “May I?” he asked, and then off they went, round and round, Mama’s skirt swishing out on the turns. Harriet sat on the arm of Jill’s chair and watched them, understanding very well that something momentous had occurred. Though it was not, as one of Mama’s ladies said pointedly to her afterward, anything that would ever do her any good in the long run. The ladies’ general opinion seemed to be that Mama was “too sweet” and “incapable of looking out for herself.” In this way, they were wrong. Mr. Carr would look out for Mama for the rest of his life, though he would never marry her, because his own wife was still very much alive in the famous old asylum on the hill. She had been there for two years when he ducked into the shop that day, on impulse, to get a button sewed onto his raincoat. Mama did that, too, biting off the thread with her full red bottom lip stuck out. When she was finished, Mr. Carr put on the raincoat, thanked her formally, and almost bowed as he pressed her hand. He also shook hands with Jill and Harriet. Good-bye, good-bye.
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“She is nothing less than masterly.”
—The New York Times Book Review
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