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      THE BLUE HOUSE


      NORA JANE’S GRANDMOTHER lived in a blue frame house on the corner of Laurel and Webster streets. It was there that Nora Jane was happy. There was

         a swing on the porch and a morning glory vine growing on a trellis. In April azaleas bloomed all around the edges of the porch,

         white and pink and red azaleas, blue morning glories, the fragrant white Confederate jasmine, red salvia and geraniums and

         the mysterious elephant ears, their green veins so like the ones on Nora Jane’s grandmother’s hands. Nora Jane hated the veins

         because they meant her grandmother was old and would die. Would die like her father had died, vanish, not be there anymore,

         and then she would be alone with only her mother to live with seven days a week.

      


      “Let me set the table for you,” she said to her grandmother, waking beside her in the bed. “Let me cook you breakfast. I want

         you to eat an egg.”

      


      “Oh, honey lamb,” her grandmother replied, and reached over and found her glasses and put them on, the better to see the beautiful

         little girl, the better to be happy with the child beside her. “We will cook it together. Then we’ll see about the mirlitons.

         You can take them to Langenstein’s today. They said they would buy all that you had.”

      


      “Then I’d better hurry.” Nora Jane got out of bed. If she was going to take the mirlitons to Langenstein’s she wanted to do

         it early so she wouldn’t run into any of her friends from Sacred Heart. She was the only girl at Sacred Heart so poor she

         had to sell vegetables to Langenstein’s. Still, they had not always been poor. Her grandfather had been a judge. Her father

         had gone to West Point. Her grandmother had sung grand opera all up and down the coast and auditioned for the Met. She kissed

         her grandmother on the cheek and swung her long legs out of the bed and began to search for her clothes. “You cook breakfast

         then,” she said. “I’ll go pick the mirlitons before it gets too hot.”

      


      She put on her shorts and shirt and found her sandals and wandered out into the backyard to pick the mirlitons from the mirliton

         vines.

      


      A neighbor was in the yard next door. Mr. Edison Angelo. He leaned over the fence. “How’s everything going, Nora Jane?” he

         asked. “How’s your grandmother?”

      


      “She’s feeling fine,” Nora Jane said. “She’s fine now. She’s out of bed. She can do anything she likes.”


      Nora Jane bent over the mirliton vines. They were beautiful, sticky and fragrant, climbing their trellis of chicken wire.

         The rich burgundy red fruit hung on its fragile stems, fell off into Nora Jane’s hands at the slightest touch. She gathered

         a basketful, placing them carefully on top of each other so as not to bruise them. Mirlitons are a delicacy in New Orleans.

         The dark red rind is half an inch thick, to protect the pulp and seeds from the swarming insects of the tropics, for mirlitons

         are a tropical fruit, brought to New Orleans two hundred years ago by sailors from the Caribbean. Some winters in New Orleans

         are too cold for mirlitons and the fruit is small and scanty. This had been a warm winter, however, and the mirliton vines

         were thick with fruit. Nora Jane bent over her work. Her head of curly dark black hair caught the morning sun, the sun caressed

         her. She was a beautiful child who looked so much like her dead father that it broke her mother’s heart and made her drink.

         It made her grandmother glad. Nora Jane’s father had been her oldest son. She thought God had given Nora Jane to her to make

         up for losing him. Nora Jane’s grandmother was a deeply religious woman who had been given to ecstatic states when she was

         young. It never occurred to her to rail at God or blame him for things. She thought of God as a fallback position in times

         of trouble. She thought of God as solace, patience, wisdom, forgiveness, compensation.

      


      Nora Jane’s mother had a darker meaner view. She thought God and other people were to blame for everything that went wrong.

         She thought they had gotten together to kill her beautiful black-haired husband and she was paying them back by staying inside

         and drinking herself to death. Still, it wasn’t her fault she was weak. Her mother had been weak before her and her mother

         before that. It was their habit to be weak.

      


      Nora Jane’s grandmother came from a line of women who had a habit of being strong. One of them had come to New Orleans from

         France as a casket girl, had sailed across the Atlantic Ocean when she was only sixteen years old, carrying all her possessions

         in a little casket and when she arrived had refused to marry the man to whom she was assigned. She had married a Welshman

         instead, a man who had been on the boat as a steward. Each generation of women was told this story in Nora Jane’s grandmother’s

         family and so they believed they were strong women with strong genes and acted accordingly. When she was about four years

         old Nora Jane had looked at the strong story and the weak story and decided to be strong. It was the year her father died

         and her grandmother sat in the swing on her porch and watched the morning glory vines open and close and the sun rise and

         fall and believed that God did not hate her even if he had allowed her son to die in a stupid war. Many of the men who fought

         with him had written her letters and she read them out loud to Nora Jane. One young man, whose name was Fraser, came and stayed

         for five weeks and painted the outside of the house a fresher, brighter blue and put a new floor in the kitchen of the house.

         Every day he sat on the porch with Nora Jane’s grandmother as the sun went down and talked about the place where he lived.

         A place called Nebraska. When all the painting was done and the furniture put back in the kitchen, he kissed Nora Jane and

         her grandmother good-bye and went off to see his own family. After he was gone Nora Jane and her grandmother would talk about

         him. “Where’s Fraser gone?” Nora Jane would ask.

      


      “He has gone to Nebraska,” her grandmother would answer. “He went to try to find his wife.”


      “Where’s his wife?”


      “He doesn’t know. She got tired of waiting for him.”


      “She’s sad, like Momma, isn’t she?”


      “I think so, some people get sad.”


      “But not us, do we?”


      “Let’s walk over to the park,” her grandmother said, and got up from the swing. “Those Emperor geese are dying to see you.

         They’re waiting for you to bring them some bread.”

      


      “Then do I have to go home?”


      “Sometime you do. Your mother doesn’t like it if you stay here all the time.”


      “I’ll go tomorrow. In two days I’ll go back over there.”


      “We’ll see. Put on your shoes. Those geese are waiting for you by the bridge.”


      Of course sooner or later she would have to go back to her mother’s house and watch her mother cry. Although the older she

         got the less she had to put up with it. Her mother’s house was seven blocks from her grandmother’s house. Her mother’s house

         was in the three hundred block of Webster Street and her grandmother’s house was in the five hundred block of Henry Clay.

         By the time she was six years old Nora Jane was allowed to walk from her grandmother’s house to her mother’s house anytime

         she wanted to as long as the sun was up. She knew every house and yard and porch and tree between the three hundred block

         of Webster Street and the five hundred block of Henry Clay. She knew which fences made the best sound when she ran a stick

         along the railings. She knew which dogs were mean. She knew which people got up early and which ones were sleepyheads. She

         knew who took the Times-Picayune and who did not. When the golden rain trees bloomed and when the magnolia blossoms opened.

         Hello, Nora Jane, everyone would say. How you keeping? How’s everything with you?

      


      Nora Jane carried the basket of mirlitons up the wooden steps to the kitchen. Ever since she was a small child she had sat

         on those steps to dream. She dreamed of elves and fairies, of ballet dresses and ballet shoes, of silk and velvet and operas

         and plays. There were photographs of her grandmother in operas in a book in the house. Photographs of long ago before her

         grandmother’s face got old. In one photograph her grandmother was wearing a crown.

      


      Nora Jane paused on the stairs, resting the basket of mirlitons on the rail. A fat yellow jacket buzzed past the door, a golden

         Monarch beat against a window, a blue jay flew down and sat upon a yard chair. Nora Jane walked on up the stairs and into

         the kitchen. It was seven o’clock in the morning. Already the sun was high. It was time to go to Langenstein’s. “I’m going

         right now,” she called to her grandmother. “I’ll eat breakfast when I get back.”

      


      “Have a piece of toast then. Take it with you.”


      “I’m fine. I want to get these over there while they’re fresh.” She kissed her grandmother on the cheek and walked out through

         the rooms. It was a shotgun house with one room right behind the other. Her grandmother let her leave. She knew why Nora Jane

         wanted to get to Langenstein’s so early and she approved of it. It was the same reason she swept her porch at dawn. Ladies

         didn’t do housework. Ladies didn’t sell vegetables to the grocery store.

      


      Nora Jane proceeded down the street, down Webster to Magazine and over to Calhoun, past Prytania, Camp, Coliseum, Perrier

         and Pitt to Garfield, past the Jewish cemetery and into the parking lot of Langenstein’s, which is the richest grocery store

         in New Orleans, perhaps the richest grocery store in the world. A few ladies were already parking their cars and going in

         to wheel small old-fashioned carts through the narrow aisles. Past shelves of exotic imported foods and delicatessen items,

         past chicory coffee and avocados and artichokes and stuffed crabs and seafood gumbo and imported crackers and candy, past

         wine vinegar and Roquefort cheese and creme glacee and crawfish bisque and crawfish etouffee and potage tortue and lobster

         and shrimp ratatouille.

      


      An old lady was being helped from her car by her chauffeur, a young woman in a tennis dress bounced by with a can of coffee

         in her hand, a fat white cat walked beneath a crepe myrtle tree, a mockingbird swooped down to pester it. Nora Jane ignored

         all that. She hurried across the parking lot and into the office and found Chef Roland at his desk. He was a man who loved

         the world. He loved food and God and music and all seven of his children and the idea of Food and God and Music and Children.

         He cooked all day and listened to his employees’ troubles and then went home and listened to his wife’s troubles and drank

         wine and talked on the telephone to his brother who was a Benedictine monk in Pennsylvania and wrote long impassioned letters

         to his brother who was a Jesuit in Cincinnati. Dear Alphonse, the letters would begin. Put down your apostasy and your rage.

         Please write to Maurice. Maurice longs to hear from you.

      


      It concerned a religious schism that had split Chef Roland’s family. For seven years his younger brothers had battled over

         the matter of birth control. Look at little Nora Jane, Chef Roland told himself now. No family, only one old grandmother and

         a mother better left unsaid. No brothers or sisters or aunts. A family which has died out. This one little blossom on the

         vine.

      


      He got up from his desk and wrapped the little girl in his arms and kissed her on the top of her head. “Ah, these mirlitons,”

         he said. “What a casserole I will make of these. Is this all? Only one basketful? You will bring me more?”

      


      “I’ll bring some more over later. If mother gets up. We wanted to bring you some early in case you needed them.”


      “How old are you now, Nora Jane?”


      “I’m fourteen. I’ll be fifteen pretty soon. This summer. You like them? You think they’re beautiful?”


      “Magnificent. Always your grandmother’s vegetables are magnificent. I want the asparagus this year. All that she can spare.”

         He was writing out a receipt for her to cash at the checkout stand. He knew why she was in a hurry. The Whittingtons were

         proud. The grandmother had sung with the opera. His father had heard her sing. He handed the receipt to her. She folded it

         and stuck it in the pocket of her shorts. Such a lovely child, he thought, a lovely child.

      


      “You will come and work for me this summer?” he asked. “I will teach you to cook for me. You think it over, huh?”


      “If I can,” she said. “I might help the sisters with the camp at Sacred Heart. How much can you pay?”


      “Four fifteen an hour and you will learn to cook. That’s worth something, even for a pretty girl like you, huh?”


      “I know how already. Grandmother taught me. We made a Charlotte Rousse for her birthday.” Nora Jane giggled. “And we made

         an angel cake but it fell, because the stove is old. We need a new stove but we don’t want to waste our money on it.”

      


      “I will call your grandmother and speak to her. She will tell you to come and work for me. Better than little children all

         day. I’ll teach you a trade.”

      


      “Okay,” Nora Jane said politely. “I’ll think it over. I have to go now,” she added. “Is there someone up front to cash this?”


      “Yes, they’re open. Run along then. But let me know.”


      “I will.” She left the office and went into the store, down between the aisles of imported foods to the checkout stand. She

         collected three dollars and seventeen cents and put it in her pocket, then she started home, up the street of crushed-up oyster

         shells, past a line of azalea bushes that grew out onto the sidewalk. A black and white cat moved lazily along beside her,

         then disappeared into the open door of the Prytania Street Liquor Store. I better go by Momma’s and get some clothes, Nora

         Jane decided. If I go now she won’t start calling Grandmother’s all day and driving us crazy.

      


      Chef Roland stared down at his desk. Poor little girl, he was thinking. Of course she doesn’t want to come work in the deli,

         but it’s all I have to offer her. Poor baby, poor little thing.

      


      The phone was ringing. Chef Roland pushed a button and answered it. It was his brother Maurice calling from Pennsylvania.


      “So you’re back from Rome,” Chef Roland began. “Well, did you tell them what I told you to tell them? Did you, Maurice? Did

         you or not? Answer my question.”

      


      “I want to come visit you when I get through here,” Maurice said. “Can I come down for a few days? I want to talk with you,

         Roland, bury the hatchet, smoke the peace pipe.”

      


      “What did you tell them, Maurice? Did you tell him what I said or not?”


      “What’s wrong, Roland, how are you in such a bad mood so early in the day? Is Betty all right? Are the children okay?”


      “I just had a visit from the daughter of Leland Whittington, your old schoolmate that died fighting for the pope in ’Nam,

         Maurice. It broke my heart so early in the morning. Poor little fatherless thing. Poor little girl.”

      


      “No one with Leland’s heart and will could be an object of pity. God, he was a beautiful man.”


      “Leland is dead, Maurice, and I want to know if you told the pope what I told you to tell him. It’s the modern world. We have

         to move with it or be responsible for all this sadness. It’s our fault, it’s on our shoulders. The edict was preposterous.”

      


      “I’ll be there this afternoon. Is that all right?”


      “Of course it’s all right. I’ll tell everyone you’re coming.”


      “I have to go now. We have prayers.”


      “Pray for sanity,” Chef Roland said. “Pray to have some goddamn common sense.”


      Nora Jane crossed Prytania and walked down Camp to Magazine, then turned and went down Webster Street into the Irish Channel.

         The sun was higher now, people were coming out onto their porches, opening their Saturday newspapers, people jogged by in

         jogging suits, rode by on bicycles headed for the park. Maybe she won’t be up yet, Nora Jane thought. And I can just grab

         some clothes and leave a note. She’s getting worse. She really is. She’s worse than she was at Mardi Gras or on their anniversary.

         Well, forget that. It doesn’t matter. It isn’t my fault. Remember Sister Katherine said never to think it’s my fault. It’s

         not my fault. It’s not my fault.

      


      Nora Jane passed her godmother Leanie’s house, hurried by so she wouldn’t get stopped and have to talk. She hurried on down

         the street and turned into the yard of her mother’s white frame house. It wasn’t a bad house. Only Francine never cleaned

         it up right and it smelled like furniture polish and cigarettes. It smells like a bar, Nora Jane decided. That’s what it smells

         like.

      


      “Nora Jane, is that you?” Her mother was up, walking around in a bathrobe, her hair tied back with a string. “Oh, honey, I

         just called your grandmother and no one answered. I was so lonely. I had bad dreams all night. Oh, I’m so glad you’re home.

         Look, could you go down to the corner and get me a package of cigarettes?”

      


      “I just came by to get some clothes. I have to go to school today. They have a special day.”


      “No one told me about it.”


      “I’m in a hurry. Didn’t Grandmother tell you? Why didn’t she answer the phone? Well, I guess she was in the yard.” Nora Jane

         swept past her mother and went into her room and began to fill the basket with clothes, socks and underwear and cotton shirts

         and a dress for Sunday. She threw the things into the empty basket. Her mother stood in the door watching her.

      


      “You won’t go get me some cigarettes?”


      “I don’t have time. I have to hurry.”


      “I want you back here tonight. I can’t stay here at night by myself.”


      “I’ll come back if I can.” Nora Jane threw one last pair of underpants into the jumble of clothes and turned to face her mother.

         “I have to go now. I haven’t had any breakfast. I went to sell the mirlitons at Langenstein’s. I’m going. I’m starving.”

      


      “You could eat here. I’ll fix things for you.”


      “Like what? Some rotten oranges, like last time. I’m not eating out of that kitchen until you get someone to kill the roaches.

         I told you that. And I’m not sleeping here. I don’t want to listen to you cry.” Nora Jane passed her mother in the bedroom

         doorway. Her mother reached for her, almost had her in her arms. “Let go of me,” Nora Jane said. “Don’t hold me. I have to

         go.” She pushed her mother away and walked back through the house and out onto the porch and down the steps. Her mother followed

         her.

      


      Nora Jane stopped to inspect her broken bike. “I thought you were going to get my bike fixed,” she said.


      “I couldn’t do it, honey. There wasn’t any money.”


      “Okay, well, I’m off.” She switched the basket to the other arm, opened the gate and struck off in the direction of the park.

         She had decided to walk back through the park to see what was going on. There was always something happening in Audubon Park

         on Saturday morning. Besides, there was a grove of birch trees Nora Jane liked to walk through for luck. Her grandmother had

         told her it was a copy of a sacred grove of trees in Greece where the philosophers had lived.

      


      Nora Jane entered the park at Prytania and walked through the lucky grove of trees and over to the flower clock. A race was

         forming. Forty or fifty people in their running clothes were milling around the fountain and the clock. A young man was doing

         T’ai Chi beside the fountain. Kids rode by on bikes. Suddenly, Nora Jane was embarrassed to be there carrying a basketful

         of clothes. She hurried out of the park and back toward her grandmother’s house. I’m so hungry, she told herself. I shouldn’t

         have waited so long to eat.

      


      She felt bad now. She was hungry and it made her cold. She hurried back down Henry Clay and turned into her grandmother’s

         yard. A radio was playing, much too loudly. It was WTUL, Leontyne Price singing Tosca. “Vissi d’arte” from Tosca. That was wrong. Her grandmother never played music loudly enough to be heard in the yard. Of course, sometimes she might

         sing along with an aria and then her voice might reach the street, but never for long, never long enough to bother other people.

      


      This radio was too loud. It made no sense. Nora Jane dropped the basket on the porch and went on in. There was no one in the

         living room. In the dining room where the radio sat upon a shelf, a dust cloth was lying on the floor. That was also wrong.

         Her grandmother did not leave dust cloths lying on the floor. “Grandmother,” Nora Jane called. Then she looked into the bedroom.

         Her grandmother was lying on the floor, crumpled up on the rug beside the bed. The beautiful voice of Leontyne Price continued

         with the aria. Nora Jane moved like water into the bedroom and knelt down upon the floor. She covered her grandmother’s body

         with her own and began to weep.

      


      * * *


      A neighbor found them. She had heard the music and begun to worry. April is the cruellest month, the neighbor said to herself,

         for she was an English teacher. Breeding lilacs out of the dead land.

      


      “Oh, honey,” the neighbor said, holding the weeping child. “I’m so sorry. So very sorry.”


      “I can’t live with my mother,” Nora Jane said. “I can’t do it. Where will I live?”


      “Maybe you can,” the neighbor said. “We all have to do things we don’t want to do.” She tried to lift the child, to make her

         stand up.

      


      Nora Jane lay back down upon her grandmother’s body. The sirens were making their way down Henry Clay. The noise of the sirens

         filled the air.

      


      Later that afternoon they came to take the body away. Two men in a station wagon wrapped the grandmother’s body in a sheet

         of canvas and carried her out of the living room and down the stairs and put her into the back of a wood-paneled Oldsmobile

         station wagon and drove off down Henry Clay as if they were going to a ball game. So that’s it, Nora Jane thought, pulling

         a morning glory pod off the vine and tearing it to pieces with her fingers. That’s all there is to it, just like I knew it

         would be. She’s gone and this will be gone too.

      


      She tore some more buds off the vine and squeezed them in her hand and wouldn’t let anyone talk to her and went out into the

         backyard and stood by the mirliton arbor wondering what part of the opera was playing when her grandmother died. I could go

         in there and find the record and put it on but they probably wouldn’t let me, she thought. She climbed the stile that led

         over her grandmother’s back fence into Mr. Edison Angelo’s yard and went out that way and over to the Loyola University library

         and checked out the phonograph record and went into a booth to play it for herself. It was a very old and scratchy record

         from the collection of Mr. Irvine Isaacs, Junior. Leontyne Price with the Rome Opera House Orchestra under the direction of

         Oliviero Fabritiis, the same recording Nora Jane had learned to sing the opera from. She sat in the booth and sang the opera

         with Miss Price and cried as she sang. Nora Jane had inherited her grandmother’s voice. People acted so funny when they heard

         her voice that Nora Jane had decided long ago to keep it to herself. It was a promise she managed to keep most of her life.

         For almost all of her life she only sang to people she loved or people she wanted to solace or amuse. For nearly all the years

         of her life she managed to keep her voice to herself.

      


      II


      OF COURSE, NOW EVERYTHING had to change. After the funeral, after the grievers and the mourners were gone, after the sisters left and her mother was

         still sober, had been sober for four days, had sworn to Sister Katherine to stop drinking if she wanted Nora Jane to stay.

         Had settled for a bottle of pills instead, had agreed to put away the bottle if she could have the pills and was in her bedroom

         now, like a zombie against her pillows with the radio on low, playing jazz. After all of that Nora Jane looked around the

         house to see what she could do. I could clean it up, she decided. I could call that damn Francine and make her get over here.

         Nora Jane searched in her mother’s address book, found the number and got Francine on the phone.

      


      “I’m sorry about your grandmother,” Francine began. “The Lord gives and the Lord taketh away.”


      “Forget that, Francine. I need you to come and help me clean this place up. I can’t live in this mess. Bring your husband’s

         truck. We’re going to throw some things away.”

      


      “Right now?”


      “Right now. I will pay you three dollars an hour if you bring the truck. Can you come? I’ll get somebody else if you won’t.”

         Nora Jane sniffed, waited, began to get mad. If there was anybody who made her madder than her mother, it was Francine. “I

         don’t care if you do or not. Say if you will.”

      


      “I’ll be there. Soon as I can get on a uniform.”


      “Bring the truck.”


      “If I can get hold of Norris.”


      By the time Francine got there Nora Jane had emptied the kitchen cabinets of rotten potatoes and empty bottles and half damp

         grocery sacks. She had filled the grocery sacks with broken cups and half-used boxes of cereal. She had reamed out the kitchen

         of her mother’s house. And called the Orkin man. “I have money to pay you with,” she told him. “If you come right now and

         spray us with everything you’ve got.”

      


      By the time her mother woke up the dining room rug was on the truck and a broken chair and stacks of magazines. The living

         room rug was rolled up on the porch to go to the cleaners and Francine was mopping the wooden floors with Spic and Span. “What’s

         going on?” her mother asked, coming out into the living room, still wearing the dress she had worn to the funeral. “What’s

         going on? My God, Francine, what are you doing?”

      


      “We’re cleaning up this house,” Nora Jane said. “Go back to sleep. I won’t live in a pigpen. The Orkin people are coming in

         a minute.”

      


      “Where’s the rug?”


      “We’re throwing the dining-room rug away. I won’t live in a house with a rug like that. And this one’s going to the cleaners.

         Francine’s going to take it on the truck.”

      


      Nora Jane’s mother sat down in a chair. Her little navy blue and white print dress hung in waves around her legs, her collar

         was awry. The Valium was in charge. She was powerless in the face of Nora Jane’s rage. Powerless in the face of anything.

         She pulled her legs up onto the chair. “Am I in the way?” she asked. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

      


      Later, in the late afternoon, after Nora Jane had paid Francine her wages and the kitchen and dining room and Nora Jane’s

         bedroom had been cleaned to her satisfaction and the Orkin man had come and sprayed so much Diazinon and Maxforce and Orthene

         around the house that even with the windows open it was hard to breathe, Nora Jane and her mother dressed in cotton dresses

         and walked down the street to eat oyster loaves for supper at Narcisse Marsoudet. “It looks wonderful,” her mother said. “I

         can’t believe you did all that in one day. I can’t believe she’s gone. Now you are the only one, Nora Jane. The last of the

         Whittingtons.”

      


      “Don’t talk about it,” Nora Jane said. “I don’t want to think about it anymore.”


      “I’m not going to drink, my darling honey. I’m going tomorrow to the meetings that they have. I won’t ever drink again, you

         can depend on that.”

      


      “I want to get an air conditioner,” Nora Jane said. “Mr. Biggs said there would be enough money when they sold her house.

         They said I could have enough for anything I’d need. And a new refrigerator. I can’t stand to have that old thing anymore.”

         They passed Perlis’ Department Store and turned down Magazine to the café.

      


      “I won’t drink anymore, honey. You can depend on that.” Her mother caught sight of herself in the store window. How pale she

         seemed, how slight beside her striding daughter. It seemed impossible, the day, the world, the store window and its terrible

         reflection. The huge old live-oak tree beside them and its roots. Her terrible mean teenage daughter, the death of Lydia and

         the sisters saying terrible things to her, the gaping hole in the earth and Lydia lowered into it, only six, seven, eight

         hours before, her dining room rug from Persia thrown away and nothing to take its place, poison everywhere.

      


      “You might not,” Nora Jane said, continuing to look straight ahead. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”


      No sooner were they in the restaurant than it began. A white-coated waiter with a towel over his arm came to take their orders.

         “I’d like a Seven-Up,” Nora Jane said. “And a glass of water.”

      


      “A glass of white wine,” her mother added. “A Chablis. But anything will do. Your house wine will be fine.”


      “Just a glass. One little glass.” She looked at Nora Jane. “One little glass with dinner.”


      “No, you don’t,” Nora Jane said. “Don’t do this to me.”


      “Would you like a little while?” the waiter asked. He stepped back. He’d been through this plenty of times before and he wasn’t

         in the mood to go through it again. My God, between a mother and a child. This girl doing it to her mother. What little beasts

         they were. The waiter knew he would never do that to himself. Load himself down with parasites, little beasts and bitches

         like this frowning child. Jesus, the waiter thought. I can’t believe people do that to themselves.

      


      “Just bring our drinks,” the mother said. “We’ll order later.”


      “I won’t order,” Nora Jane said. “I won’t stay here and watch you get drunk. I’m leaving.”


      “It’s only one drink. Only a glass of wine.”


      “No. I won’t stay.” Nora Jane got up, pushed her chair back into the table. The waiter backed up further. Nora Jane picked

         up a handful of crackers from the table and put them in her pocket. She was furious and she was starving. She had been so

         busy cleaning up the house she had forgotten to eat. She took a second handful of crackers and turned to leave.

      


      “Don’t you do this,” her mother said, and rose to her feet. “If you do this you will be sorry. I won’t put up with this.”

         The waiter came back with a tray, took the glass of wine and set it before her. Put the Seven-Up at Nora Jane’s empty place.

         Nora Jane picked it up, drank it greedily, put the glass back down.

      


      “Sit down,” her mother said. “I order you to sit back down.” Nora Jane turned and walked out of the restaurant.


      “Have your wine?” the waiter said. “I don’t know where they come from, these modern kids. I mean, who do they think they are,

         anyway? Drink your wine and I’ll get a menu. You go on and enjoy your dinner and don’t worry about her.”

      


      He had noticed the nice diamonds on Mrs. Whittington’s hands, the nice legs, the scared gentle face. Probably a lonely divorcee.

         He might end up with a really big tip if he played his cards right. He leaned over the mother and straightened her silverware.

         “I’ll get you more crackers,” he said. “Don’t worry about the kid. They all act like that nowadays.”

      


      Six blocks away Chef Roland was making crawfish etouffee. His brother Maurice was coming. Maurice who had given his life to

         God. “He knows nothing of the real world,” Chef Roland said. His wife, Betty, was listening, leaning against the sink drinking

         coffee and watching her husband cook. She loved to watch him cook, loved to be in bed with him on top of her, she loved him.

         Anything he believed she tried to believe, anything he said she agreed with. They had a happy marriage. No one believed it,

         but it was true. Roland and Betty Dupre had a happy marriage and had always had. At night they got into the bed and touched

         each other from head to toe and cuddled up like bears. In the daytime they worried about their children and cooked and ate.

         It was a good life, a happy life and neither of them were ever sick.

      


      “Martin’s gone to his baseball game,” Betty said. “I hope they win.”


      “They’ll win, or they will not. Life is hard, Betty, don’t let them forget that.”


      “If you say so.”


      “Maurice doesn’t know it. How could he. He never pays taxes. He doesn’t have to watch the world going to pot around him, he

         doesn’t see the wholesale prices I’m paying for fish this week. What does Maurice know? He doesn’t know the real world. He’s

         lost touch with reality.”

      


      “When does he get here?”


      “His plane gets in at seven-forty. We’ll take the twins and go.”


      “What about Martin?”


      “Leave the food on the stove. He’ll get home.”


      “Can I taste it?”


      “Sure you can. Come over here.” She put the coffee cup down and went to stand beside him at the stove. He held out a spoon,

         blew on it to cool it down. Waited. She raised her lips to the spoon, tasted, almost swooned. It was perfect. Anything Roland

         did was perfect. He was a perfect man, the best chef in all New Orleans and he still found time to cook a meal for his family.

         “Oh, oh,” Betty said. “Oh, oh, oh.”

      


      Chef Roland pushed the pot to the back of the stove, turned off the burner, and took his wife in his arms, ran his hands up

         and down her back, caressed her. He was still caressing her when the twins came in, two boys as alike as blossoms on a stem,

         Matthew and Mark, they were eleven years old, awkward and gangly and tall for their age, very funny, very skinny, very crazy

         and brave. They rode trick bicycles around the neighborhood, put the seats of the bikes on stilts, built ramps and ran the

         bicycles off of them. They were always getting cuts, breaking bones, having to be hurried to the emergency room. Roland and

         Betty adored them, thought they were wonderful.

      


      “It’s time to go to the airport,” the twins said, coming in and beginning to eat homemade cake, cutting slices and eating

         it with their fingers as their parents embraced. “We better go or we’ll be late. Martin’s not going is he? He’s at a game.”

      


      “Come along then.” Chef Roland released his wife and removed his apron. He doted a moment upon his identical gangly sons.

         Largess, the great bounty of the earth which had supplied him with a life of adventure and good work and a gentle wife and

         three daughters and four sons. “Get a fork,” he said. “What will people think if they see you eating with your fingers?”

      


      “There’s no one here,” the twins said, and laughed their secret identical laugh.


      “You’re right.” Chef Roland gathered his family and began to march out through the rooms of his huge Victorian house, past

         the dining room with its beautiful unbleached domestic drapes his wife had made to save him money, down the hall past the

         polished stairs, into the parlor and out of the double doors with the broken lock.

      


      Nora Jane was coming up the sidewalk, tears running down her face and her fists clenched in rage. “Can I stay with you?” she

         asked. “Momma’s drinking wine. She’s at the restaurant drinking wine so I left. I’m never going back.”

      


      The family curled around her. Chef Roland took her into his arms, the twins patted her. She was their baby-sitter when their

         sister was away at school.

      


      “Don’t cry,” they all said. “You can stay. Come on, we’re going to the airport to get Father Maurice. You want to go with

         us to the airport? There’s room. There’s lots of room.”

      


      “Don’t cry,” Chef Roland said. “Come get in the car. We’re going out to Moissant to get my brother.”


      Maurice was no more in the car than the argument began. Nora Jane was sitting in the back of the station wagon with the twins.

         Betty and Chef Roland and Maurice were in the front.

      


      “Well, your buddies have certainly done it down in South America,” Chef Roland began. “I guess you’re proud of that?”


      “In what way?”


      “You know goddamn well what way. In the birth control way. No solving it now. Let ’em starve. Right, Maurice?”


      “You think you can solve the problems of South America by killing babies.”


      “Killing babies! Jesus, Maurice, you sound like a born-again Baptist. Killing babies, I’m hearing killing babies. Jesus, Betty,

         did you hear that?”

      


      “I didn’t see you killing any of yours,” Maurice said.


      “Yeah, but I stopped having them.”


      “I stopped having them,” Betty put in.


      “We stopped having them. I didn’t kill my wife. I didn’t have a bunch of kids I couldn’t feed or house. They’re all born addicted

         now in Peru. Half of them are born addicted to cocaine. You call that Christianity, Maurice? You think that’s what He wanted

         you to do?”

      


      “Oh, Roland, don’t do this to me. I’ve looked forward to this so much. I can’t tell you how I’ve missed all of you.”


      “You don’t miss shit, Maurice. You guys sit up there and lay down edicts. You went to Rome last month, didn’t you? Weren’t

         you the personal envoy of the bishop? And what did you do? Did you speak up or did you get drunk and kiss ass?”

      


      “Watch out,” Betty said. “You almost hit that car.”


      “It’s his brother?” Nora Jane asked the nearest twin.


      “Yeah.” The twins giggled. “Isn’t it wonderful?”


      “Right here in New Orleans,” Chef Roland went on. “We got kids being born to thirteen-, fourteen-year-old girls. We got poor

         little girls with no homes having babies. You want me to kill you, Maurice? I’m thinking of killing people if it doesn’t stop.

         The Church has to join the modern world. The Church has to help, not this anti—birth control crap. I’ve had it. I don’t go

         anymore. We don’t go, do we, Betty? We don’t send the kids.”

      


      “I’m so sorry,” Maurice said. “I can’t tell you how that saddens me.”


      “Are you going to spend the night?” Matthew asked Nora Jane. “Are you going to live with us now? You can have our room. We’ll

         let her stay in our room, won’t we, Mark?”

      


      “Her grandmother just died,” Chef Roland explained to his brother. “She’s got a bad situation at home.”


      “It isn’t bad,” Nora Jane spoke up. “My mother drinks because my dad died. It’s not too bad. I just don’t like it when she

         drinks. She quit for six weeks.”

      


      “I’ll go over there tonight,” Chef Roland said. “We’ll get it straightened out. Meanwhile, you stay with us. There’s plenty

         of room. You can have a room with Margaret Anne. You don’t have to stay with them.” He swerved to avoid a city bus, turned

         onto Webster Street and resumed his argument. “Life is short, Maurice, the life of the planet may be short. We can’t let people

         suffer. People suffer because of your bullshit. You’re too smart to keep on buying all that crap. I’m ashamed of you. You

         had a good mind before the Jesuits got hold of you.”

      


      “Oh, Roland, we need to have a long talk. I can’t believe I find you so full of venom. Sadness and venom. What do you have

         to be sad about? We will go for a walk together. It has been so long since I’ve seen the park.”

      


      “I go to the park all the time,” Nora Jane said. “I never miss a Saturday. There’s a grove of trees that is sacred to Apollo.

         My grandmother knew the man who planted them.”

      


      “She’s Lydia Whittington’s granddaughter,” Chef Roland explained. “Remember that time Momma took us to hear her sing?”


      “I heard your grandmother sing Madame Butterfly,” Maurice said. ’A long time ago when New Orleans was a center of the arts.”


      “We have a boomerang,” Matthew said to Nora Jane. “We can go throw it in the park tomorrow. You want to throw our boomerang?”


      “I don’t know,” Nora Jane said. Her sadness had lessened in the presence of Chef Roland and his family. Her sadness was turning

         back into rage. She remembered the real world. She was Lydia Whittington’s granddaughter. She had a reputation to maintain.

         “I better go on home and see about Momma,” she added.

      


      “You stay with us,” Chef Roland said. He turned the station wagon into the driveway and parked by the old garage. The twins

         got out and took off running into the house, planning on getting in a few minutes of worthless trashy television before someone

         turned it off. Betty went to look for her son Martin, who was on the baseball team but didn’t get to play very much. She was

         always thinking about him when a game was going on, praying that he got to play, wondering if anyone had called him Four Eyes

         or hated him for striking out.

      


      “I think I’ll go on home,” Nora Jane said, getting out. “Thanks for letting me go to the airport with you. It was nice to

         meet you, Father Maurice. I hope I’ll see you again while you’re here.”

      


      “Let me go talk to her,” Chef Roland said. “Your mother likes me. I can talk to her.”


      “She’ll be okay. She’ll be asleep by the time I get home. I’m okay. I’ll call you if I need any help. Thanks again for letting

         me go with you. I had a nice time.” Nora Jane was moving away.

      


      “Let me walk you home,” Father Maurice said. “Let me go home with you.”


      “No, it’s okay. I shouldn’t have come over here. It’s all right. It really is. I’ll be okay.” She had gained the sidewalk

         now. The man looked after her, not knowing what to do, not knowing where the lines were drawn in the problem of Nora Jane.

      


      “I’m okay,” she called back. “I really am.” She waved again and hurried off down Webster Street. I am okay, she decided. It’s

         all inside of me, heaven and hell and everything. I don’t have to pay any attention to her. All I have to do is go to school

         and wait to get out of here. I’ll get out sooner or later. That’s for sure. At least I don’t have a bunch of brothers and

         sisters to argue with. Their house is as bad as Momma’s is.

      


      She stopped on the corner and looked down the long green tunnel of Henry Clay. Past the houses where the rich satisfied people

         lived. “I’ll get rich someday,” she said out loud. “Whatever you want you get. Well, it’s true.” I’ll be leaving here before

         too long. I’ll have a job and a boyfriend and the things I need. Remember what I read in that poem. Oh, world, world, I cannot

         get thee close enough. Remember that and forget the rest.

      


   

      THE FAMOUS POLL AT JODY’S BAR


      IT WAS NINETY-EIGHT DEGREES in the shade in New Orleans, a record-breaking day in August.

      


      Nora Jane Whittington sat in a small apartment several blocks from Jody’s Bar and went over her alternatives.


      “No two ways about it,” she said to herself, shaking out her black curls, “if Sandy wants my ass in San Jose, I’m taking it

         to San Jose. But I’ve got to get some cash.”

      


      Nora Jane was nineteen years old, a self-taught anarchist and a quick-change artist. She owned six Dynel wigs in different

         hair colors, a makeup kit she stole from Le Petit Theatre du Vieux Carre while working as a volunteer stagehand, and a small

         but versatile wardrobe. She could turn her graceful body into any character she saw in a movie or on TV. Her specialties were

         boyish young lesbians, boyish young nuns, and a variety of lady tourists.

      


      Nora Jane could also do wonderful tricks with her voice, which had a range of almost two octaves. She was the despair of the

         sisters at the Academy of the Most Holy Name of Jesus when she quit the choir saying her chores at home didn’t allow her to

         stay after school to practice.

      


      The sisters made special novenas for the bright, lonely child whose father died at the beginning of the Vietnam War and whose

         pretty alcoholic mother wept and prayed when they called upon her begging her to either put away the bottle and make a decent

         home for Nora Jane or allow them to put her in a Catholic boarding school.

      


      Nora Jane didn’t want a decent home. What she wanted was a steady boyfriend, and the summer she graduated from high school

         she met Sandy. Nora Jane had a job selling records at The Mushroom Cloud, a record shop near the Tulane campus where rich

         kids came to spend their parents’ money on phonograph records and jewelry made in the shape of coke spoons and marijuana leaves.

         “The Cloud” was a nice place, up a flight of narrow stairs from Freret Street. Nora Jane felt important, helping customers

         decide what records to buy.

      


      The day Sandy came into her life she was wearing a yellow cotton dress and her hair was curling around her face from the humidity.


      Sandy walked into the shop and stood for a long time reading the backs of jazz albums. He was fresh out of a Texas reform

         school with $500.00 in the bank and a new lease on life. He was a handsome boy with green eyes as opaque and unfathomable

         as a salt lake. When he smiled down at Nora Jane over a picture of Rahshaan Roland Kirk as The Five Thousand Pound Man, she

         dreamed of Robert Redford as The Sundance Kid.

      


      “I’m going to dedicate a book of poems to this man’s memory,” Sandy said. “I’m going to call the book Dark Mondays. Did you know that Rahshaan Kirk died last year?”

      


      “I don’t know much about him. I haven’t been working here long,” Nora Jane said. “Are you really a writer?”


      “I’m really a land surveyor, but I write poems and stories at night. In the school I went to in Texas a poet used to come

         and teach my English class once a month. He said the most important writing gets done in your head while you think you’re

         doing something else. Sometimes I write in the fields while I’m working. I sing the poems I’m writing to myself like work

         songs. Then at night I write them down. You really ought to listen to this album. Rahshaan Kirk is almost as good as Coltrane.

         A boy I went to school with is his cousin.”

      


      “I guess I have a lot to learn about different kinds of music,” Nora Jane answered, embarrassed.


      “I’m new in town,” Sandy said, after they had talked for a while, “and I don’t know many people here yet. How about going

         with me to a political rally this afternoon. I read in the paper that The Alliance for Good Government is having a free picnic

         in Audubon Park. I like to find out what’s going on in politics when I get to a new town.”

      


      “I don’t know if I should,” Nora Jane said, trying not to smile.


      “It’s all right,” Sandy told her. “I’m really a nice guy. You’ll be safe with me. It isn’t far from here and we have to walk

         anyway because I don’t have a car, so if you don’t like it you can just walk away. If you’ll go I’ll wait for you after work.”

      


      “I guess I should go,” Nora Jane said. “I need to know what’s going on in politics myself.”


      When Nora Jane was through for the day they walked to Audubon Park and ate free fried chicken and listened to the Democratic

         candidate for the House of Representatives debate the Republican candidate over the ERA and the canal treaties.

      


      It was still light when they walked back through the park in the direction of Sandy’s apartment. Nora Jane was telling Sandy

         the story of her life. She had just gotten to the sad part where her father died when he stopped her and put his hands around

         her waist.

      


      “Wait just a minute,” he said, and he walked over to the roots of an enormous old live-oak tree and began to dig a hole with

         the heel of his boot. When he had dug down about six inches in the hard-packed brown soil he took out all the change he had

         in his pockets, wrapped it in a dollar bill and buried it in the hole. He packed the dirt back down with his hands and looked

         up at her.

      


      “Remember this spot,” he said, “you might need this some day.”


      Many hours later Nora Jane reached out and touched his arm where he stood leaning into the window frame watching the moon

         in the cloudy sky.

      


      “Do you want to stay here for a while?” he asked, without looking at her.


      “I want to stay here for a long time,” she answered, taking a chance.


      So she stayed for fourteen months.


      Sandy taught her how to listen to jazz, how to bring a kite down without tearing it, how to watch the sun go down on the Mississippi

         River, how to make macrame plant holders out of kite string, and how to steal things.

      


      Stealing small things from elegant uptown gift shops was as easy as walking down a tree-lined street. After all, Sandy assured

         her, their insurance was covering it. Pulling off robberies was another thing. Nora Jane drove the borrowed getaway car three

         times while Sandy cleaned out a drugstore and two beauty parlors in remote parts of Jefferson Parish. The last of these jobs

         supplied her with the wigs. Sandy picked them up for her on his way out.

      


      “I’m heading for the west coast,” he told her, when the beauty parlor job turned out to be successful beyond his wildest dreams,

         netting them $723.00. He had lucked into a payroll.

      


      “I’ll send for you as soon as I get settled,” he said, and he lifted her over his head like a flower and carried her to the

         small iron bed and made love to her while the afternoon sun and then the moonlight poured in the low windows of the attic

         apartment.

      


      Robbing a neighborhood bar in uptown New Orleans in broad daylight all by herself was another thing entirely. Nora Jane thought

         that up for herself. It was the plan she settled upon as the quickest way to get to California. She planned it for weeks,

         casing the bar at different times of the day and night in several disguises, and even dropping by one Saturday afternoon pretending

         to be collecting money to help the Crippled Children’s Hospital. She collected almost ten dollars.

      


      Nora Jane had never been out of the state of Louisiana, but once she settled on a plan of action she was certain all she needed

         was a little luck and she was as good as wading in the Pacific Ocean. One evening’s work and her hands were back in Sandy’s

         hair.

      


      She crossed herself and prayed for divine intervention. After all, she told herself, robbing an old guy who sold whiskey and

         laid bets on athletic events was part of an anarchist’s work. Nora Jane didn’t like old guys much anyway. They were all wrinkled

         where the muscles ought to be and they were so sad.

      


      She took the heavy stage pistol out of its hiding place under the sink and inspected it. She practiced looking tough for a

         few minutes and then replaced the gun in its wrapper and sat down at the card table to go over her plans.

      


      Nora Jane had a methodical streak and liked to take care of details.


      II


      “THE FIRST NIGGER THAT COMES in here attempting a robbery is going to be in the wrong place,” Jody laughed, smiling at Judge Crozier and handing him a

         fresh bourbon and Coke across the bar.

      


      “Yes, sir, that nigger is gonna be in the wrong place.” Jody fingered the blackjack that lay in its purple velvet sack on

         a small shelf below the antiquated cash register and warmed into his favorite subject, his interest in local crime fueled

         by a report in the Times-Picayune of a holdup in a neighborhood Tote-Sum store.

      


      The black bandits had made the customers lie on the floor, cleaned out the cash register, and helped themselves to a cherry

         Icee on the way out. The newspaper carried a photograph of the Icee machine.

      


      The judge popped open his third sack of Bar-B-Que potato chips and looked thoughtful. The other customers waited politely

         to see what he had to say for himself this morning concerning law and order.

      


      “Now, Jody, you don’t know how a man will act in an emergency until that emergency transpires,” the judge began, wiping his

         hands on his worn seersucker pants. “That’s a fact and worthy of all good men to be accepted. Your wife could be in here helping

         tend bar. Your tables could be full of innocent customers watching a ball game. You might be busy talking to someone like

         that sweet little girl who came in last Saturday collecting for the Crippled Children’s Hospital. First thing you know, gun

         in your back, knife at your throat. It has nothing at all to do with being brave.” The judge polished off his drink and turned

         to look out the door to where the poll was going on.

      


      Jody’s Bar didn’t cater to just anyone that happened to drop by to get a drink or lay a bet. It was the oldest neighborhood

         bar in the Irish Channel section of New Orleans, and its regular customers included second- and third-generation drinkers

         from many walks of life. Descendants of Creole blue bloods mingled easily with house painters and delivery men stopping by

         for a quick one on their route.

      


      Jody ran a notoriously tight ship. No one but Jody himself had ever answered the telephone that sat beneath a framed copy

         of The Auburn Creed, and no woman, no matter what her tale of woe, had ever managed to get him to call a man to the phone.

      


      “Not here,” he would answer curtly, “haven’t seen him.” And Jody would hang up without offering to take a message. If a woman

         wanted a man at Jody’s she had to come look for him in person.

      


      There was an air of anticipation around Jody’s this Saturday morning. All eight of the stools were filled. The excitement

         was due to the poll.

      


      Outside of Jody’s, seated at a small card table underneath a green-and-white-striped awning, Wesley Labouisse was proceeding

         with the poll in a businesslike manner. Every male passerby was interviewed in turn and his ballot folded into quarters and

         deposited in the Mason jar with a pink ribbon from an old Valentine’s box wrapped loosely around it.

      


      “Just mark it yes or no. Whatever advice you would give your closest friend if he came to you and told you he was thinking

         of getting married.” Wesley was talking to a fourteen-year-old boy straddling a ten-speed bike.

      


      “Take all the time you need to make up your mind. Think about your mother and father. Think about what it’s like to have a

         woman tell you when to come home every night and when to get up in the morning and when to take a bath and when to talk and

         when to shut up. Think about what it’s like to give your money to a woman from now till the day you die. Then just write down

         your honest feelings about whether a perfectly happy man ought to go out and get himself married.”

      


      Wesley was in a good mood. He had thought up the poll himself and had side bets laid all the way from The New Orleans Country

         Club to the Plaquemines Parish sheriff’s office.

      


      There was a big sign tacked up over the card table declaring THIS POLL IS BEING CONDUCTED WITHOUT REGARD TO SEX OR PREVIOUS CONDITION OF SERVITUDE. Wesley had made the sign himself and thought it was hilarious. He was well known in New Orleans society as the author of

         Boston Club Mardi Gras skits.

      


      The leading man in the drama of the poll, Prescott Hamilton IV, was leaning into Jody’s pinball machine with the dedication

         of a ballet dancer winding up The Firebird. He was twelve games ahead and his brand-new, navy blue wedding suit hung in its

         plastic see-through wrapper on the edge of the machine swaying in rhythm as Prescott nudged the laws of pinball machines gently

         in his favor. He was a lucky gambler and an ace pinball-machine player. He was a general favorite at Jody’s, where the less

         aristocratic customers loved him for his gentle ways and his notoriously hollow leg.

      


      Prescott wasn’t pretending to be more interested in the outcome of the pinball-machine game than in the outcome of the poll

         that was deciding his matrimonial future. He was genuinely more interested in the pinball machine. Prescott had great powers

         of concentration and was a man who lived in the present.

      


      Prescott didn’t really care whether he married Emily Anne Hughes or not. He and Emily Anne had been getting along fine for

         years without getting married, and he didn’t see what difference his moving into Emily Anne’s house at this late date was

         going to make in the history of the world.

      


      Besides he wasn’t certain how his Labradors would adjust to her backyard. Emily Anne’s house was nice, but the yard was full

         of little fences and lacked a shade tree.

      


      Nonetheless, Prescott was a man of his word, and if the poll came out in favor of marriage they would be married as soon as

         he could change into his suit and find an Episcopal minister, unless Emily Anne would be reasonable and settle for the judge.

      


      Prescott was forty-eight years old. The wild blood of his pioneer ancestors had slowed down in Prescott. Even his smile took

         a long time to develop, feeling out the terrain, then opening up like a child’s.

      


      “Crime wave, crime wave, that’s all I hear around this place anymore,” the judge muttered, tapping his cigar on the edge of

         the bar and staring straight at the rack of potato chips. “Let’s talk about something else for a change.”

      


      “Judge, you ought to get Jody to take you back to the ladies’ room and show you the job Claiborne did of patching the window

         so kids on the street can’t see into the ladies’,” one of the regulars said. Two or three guys laughed, holding their stomachs.

      


      “Claiborne owed Jody sixty bucks on his tab and the window was broken out in the ladies’ room so Jody’s old lady talked him

         into letting Claiborne fix the window to pay back part of the money he owes. After all, Claiborne is supposed to be a carpenter.”

         Everyone started laughing again.

      


      “Well, Claiborne showed up about six sheets in the wind last Wednesday while Jody was out jogging in the park and he went

         to work. You wouldn’t believe what he did. He boarded up the window. He didn’t feel like going out for a windowpane, so he

         just boarded up the window with scrap lumber.”

      


      “I’ll have to see that as soon as it calms down around here,” the judge said, and he turned to watch Prescott, who was staring

         passionately into the lighted TILT sign on the pinball machine.

      


      “What’s wrong, Prescott,” he said, “you losing your touch?”


      “Could be, Judge,” Prescott answered, slipping another quarter into the slot.


      The late afternoon sun shone in the windows of the bare apartment. Nora Jane had dumped most of her possessions into a container

         for The Volunteers of America. She had even burned Sandy’s letters. If she was caught there was no sense in involving him.

      


      If she was caught what could they do to her, a young girl, a first offender, the daughter of a hero? The sisters would come

         to her rescue. Nora Jane had carefully been attending early morning mass for several weeks.

      


      She trembled with excitement and glanced at her watch. She shook her head and walked over to the mirror on the dresser. Nora

         Jane couldn’t decide if she was frightened or not. She looked deep into her eyes in the mirror trying to read the secrets

         of her mind, but Nora Jane was too much in love to even know her own secrets. She was inside a mystery deeper than the mass.

      


      She inspected the reddish-blond wig with its cascades of silky Dynel falling around her shoulders and blinked her black eyelashes.

         To the wig and eyelashes she added blue eye shadow, peach rouge, and beige lipstick. Nora Jane looked awful.

      


      “You look like a piece of shit,” she said to her reflection, adding another layer of lipstick. “Anyway, it’s time to go.”


      On weekends six o’clock was the slow hour at Jody’s, when most of the customers went home to change for the evening.


      Nora Jane walked down the two flights of stairs and out onto the sidewalk carrying the brown leather bag. Inside was her costume

         change and a bus ticket to San Francisco zippered into a side compartment. The gun was stuffed into one of the Red Cross shoes

         she had bought to wear with the short brown nun’s habit she had stolen from Dominican College. She hoped the short veil wasn’t

         getting wrinkled. Nora Jane was prissy about her appearance.

      


      As she walked along in the August evening she dreamed of Sandy sitting on her bed playing his harmonica while she pretended

         to sleep. In the dream he was playing an old Bob Dylan love song, the sort of thing she liked to listen to before he upgraded

         her taste in music.

      


      Earlier that afternoon Nora Jane had rolled a pair of shorts, an old shirt, and some sandals into a neat bundle and hidden

         it in the low-hanging branches of the oak tree where Sandy had planted her money.

      


      A scrawny-looking black kid was dozing in the roots of the tree. He promised to keep an eye on her things.


      “If I don’t come back by tomorrow afternoon you can have this stuff,” she told him. “The sandals were handmade in Brazil.”


      “Thanks,” the black kid said. “I’ll watch it for you till then. You running away from home or what?”


      “I’m going to rob a bank,” she confided.


      The black kid giggled and shot her the old peace sign.


      Wesley walked into the bar where Prescott, Jody, and the judge were all alone watching the evening news on television.


      “Aren’t you getting tired of that goddamn poll,” Prescott said to him. “Emily Anne won’t even answer her phone. A joke’s a

         joke, Wesley. I better put on my suit and get on over there.”

      


      “Not yet,” Wesley said. “The sun isn’t all the way down yet. Wait till we open the jar. You promised.” Prescott was drunk,

         but Wesley was drunker. Not that either of them ever showed their whiskey.

      


      “I promised I wouldn’t get married unless you found one boy or man all day who thought it was an unqualified good idea to

         get married. I didn’t ever say I was interested in waiting around for the outcome of a vote. Come on and open up that jar

         before Emily Anne gets any madder.”

      


      “What makes you think there is a single ballot in favor of you getting married?” Wesley asked.


      “I don’t know if there is or there isn’t,” Prescott answered. “So go on and let the judge open that goddamn jar.”


      “Look at him, Wesley,” Jody said delightedly. “He ain’t even signed the papers yet and he’s already acting like a married

         man. Already worried about getting home in time for dinner. If Miss Emily Anne Hughes wakes up in the morning wearing a ring

         from Prescott, I say she takes the cake. I say she’s gone and caught a whale on a ten-pound test line.”

      


      “Open the jar,” Prescott demanded, while the others howled with laughter.


      Nora Jane stepped into the bar, closed the door behind her, and turned the lock. She kept the pistol pointed at the four men

         who were clustered around the cash register.

      


      “Please be quiet and put your hands over your heads before I kill one of you,” she said politely, waving the gun with one

         hand and reaching behind herself with the other to draw the window shade that said CLOSED in red letters.

      


      Prescott and the judge raised their hands first, then Wesley.


      “Do as you are told,” the judge said to Jody in his deep voice. “Jody, do what that woman tells you to do and do it this instant.”

         Jody added his hands to the six already pointing at the ceiling fan.

      


      “Get in there,” Nora Jane directed, indicating the ladies’ room at the end of the bar. “Please hurry before you make me angry.

         I ran away from DePaul’s Hospital yesterday afternoon and I haven’t had my medication and I become angry very easily.”

      


      The judge held the door open, and the four men crowded into the small bathroom.


      “Face the window,” Nora Jane ordered, indicating Claiborne’s famous repair job. The astonished men obeyed silently as she

         closed the bathroom door and turned the skeleton key in its lock and dropped it on the floor under the bar.

      


      “Please be very quiet so I won’t get worried and need to shoot through the door,” she said. “Be awfully quiet. I am an alcoholic

         and I need some of this whiskey. I need some whiskey in the worst way.”

      


      Nora Jane changed into the nun’s habit, wiping the makeup off her face with a bar rag and stuffing the old clothes into the

         bag. Next she opened the cash register, removed all the bills without counting them, and dropped them into the bag. On second

         thought she added the pile of IOUs and walked back to the door of the ladies’ room.

      


      “Please be a little quieter,” she said in a husky voice. “I’m getting very nervous.”


      “Don’t worry, Miss. We are cooperating to the fullest extent,” the judge’s bench voice answered.


      “That’s nice,” Nora Jane said. “That’s very nice.”


      She pinned the little veil to her hair, picked up the bag, and walked out the door. She looked all around, but there was no

         one on the street but a couple of kids riding tricycles.

      


      As she passed the card table she stopped, marked a ballot, folded it neatly, and dropped it into the Mason jar.


      Then, like a woman in a dream, she walked on down the street, the rays of the setting sun making her a path all the way to

         the bus stop at the corner of Annunciation and Nashville Avenue.

      


      Making her a path all the way to mountains and valleys and fields, to rivers and streams and oceans. To a boy who was like

         no other. To the source of all water.

      


   

      JADE BUDDHAS, 
RED BRIDGES, 
FRUITS OF LOVE


      SHE HAD WRITTEN to him, since neither of them had a phone.

      


      I’ll be there Sunday morning at four. It’s called the Night Owl flight in case you forget the number. The number’s 349. If

            you can’t come get me I’ll get a taxi and come on over. I saw Johnny Vidocovitch last night. He’s got a new bass player. He

            told Ron he could afford to get married now that he’d found his bass player. Doesn’t that sound just like him. I want to go

            to that chocolate place in San Francisco the minute I get there. And lie down with you in the dark for a million years. Or

            in the daylight. I love you. Nora Jane


      He wasn’t there. He wasn’t at the gate. Then he wasn’t in the terminal. Then he wasn’t at the baggage carousel. Nora Jane

         stood by the carousel taking her hat on and off, watching a boy in cowboy boots kiss his girlfriend in front of everyone at

         the airport. He would run his hands down her flowered skirt, then kiss her again.

      


      Finally the bags came. Nora Jane got her flat shoes out of her backpack and went on out to find a taxi. It’s because I was

         too cheap to get a phone, she told herself. I knew I should have had a phone.

      


      She found a taxi and was driven off into the hazy early morning light of San Jose. The five hundred and forty dollars she

         got from the robbery was rolled up in her bag. The hundred and twenty she saved from her job was in her bra. She had been

         awake all night. And something was wrong. Something had gone wrong.

      


      “You been out here before?” the driver said.


      “It’s the first time I’ve been farther west than Alexandria,” she said. “I’ve hardly ever been anywhere.”


      “How old are you?” he said. He was in a good mood. He had just gotten a $100 tip from a drunk movie star. Besides, the little

         black-haired girl in the backseat had the kind of face you can’t help being nice to.

      


      “I’ll be twenty this month,” she said. “I’m a Moonchild. They used to call it Cancer but they changed. Do you believe in that

         stuff?”

      


      “I don’t know,” the driver said. “Some days I believe in anything. Look over there. Sun’s coming up behind the mountains.”


      “Oh, my,” she said. “I forgot there would be mountains.”


      “On a clear day you can see Mount Diablo. You ought to go while you’re out here. You can see eighty percent of California

         from it. You came out to visit someone?”

      


      “My boyfriend. Well, he’s my fiance. Sometimes he has to work at night. He wasn’t sure he could meet me. Is it far? To where

         I’m going?” They were in a neighborhood now, driving past rows of stucco cottages, built close together like houses in the

         Irish Channel. The yards looked brown and bare as if they needed rain.

      


      “Couple of blocks. These are nice old neighborhoods. My sister used to live out here. It’s called the Lewis tract.” He turned

         a corner and came to a stop before a small pink house with an overgrown yard.

      


      “Four fifty-one. Is that right?”


      “That’s right.”


      “You want me to wait till you see if anyone’s here?”


      “No, I’ll just get out.”


      “You sure?”


      “I’m sure.” She watched as he backed and turned and went on off down the road, little clouds of dust rising behind the wheels.

         She stood looking up the path to the door. A red tree peeling like a sunburn shaded the yard. Here and there a few scraggly

         petunias bloomed in boxes. Get your ass out here and see where the USA is headed, Sandy had written her. I’ve got lots of plans. No phone as yet. Bring

            some French bread. Everything out here is sourdough. Yours forever, Sandy. He’s here, she thought. I know he’s here.

      


      She walked on up the path. There was a spider’s web across the screen door. They can make one overnight, she told herself.

         It’s nothing to make one overnight.

      


      She rang the doorbell and waited. Then she walked around to the back and looked in the window. It was a large room with a

         modern-looking stove and a tile floor. I’m going in, she decided. I’m worn out. I’m going in.

      


      She picked up a rock and broke a pane of glass in the door, then carefully picked out all the broken pieces and put them in

         a pile under the steps. She reached her hand in the opening, undid the latch and went on in. It was Sandy’s house all right.

         His old Jazzfest poster of Dr. John and the Mardi Gras Indians was hanging on a wall. A few clothes were in the closets. Not

         many. Still, Sandy traveled light. He’ll be back, she thought. He’s just gone somewhere.

      


      She walked around the house looking for clues. She found only a map of San Francisco with some circles drawn on it, and a

         list, on an envelope, from something called the Paris Hotel. Willets, it said. Berkeley, Sebastopol, Ukiah, Petaluma, Occidental.

      


      She walked back into the kitchen looking for something to eat. The refrigerator was propped open with a blue tile. Maybe he’s

         in jail, she thought. Maybe I got here just in time.

      


      She reached up a fingernail and flipped open a greeting card that was tacked up over the stove. It was a photograph of a snow-covered

         mountain with purple fields below and blue skies above. A hawk, or perhaps it was a buzzard, was flying over the mountain.

         FREEDOM IS THE GREATEST GIFT THAT ONE CAN GIVE ANOTHER, the card said. IT IS A GIFT BORN OF LOVE, TRUST, AND UNDERSTANDING. Nora Jane pulled out the pushpin and read the message inside.

      


      Dear Sandy,


      I am glad I am going to be away from you during our two weeks of abstinence. You were so supportive once you realized I was

            freaking out. I want to thank you for being there for me. We have climbed the mountain together now and also the valley. I

            hope the valley wasn’t too low for you.


      I know this has been hard on you. You have had to deal with a lot of new feelings and need time to adjust to them. We will

            both hopefully grow from this experience. I want us to have many more meaningful experiences together. I love you more than

            words can say. In deepest friendship.


      Pam


      I’m hungry, Nora Jane thought. I’m starving. She walked over to a bed in a corner. She guessed it was a bed. It was a mattress

         on top of a platform made of some kind of green stone. It looked more like a place to sacrifice someone than a place to sleep.

      


      She put her pack up on the bed and began riffling through the pockets for the candy bar she had saved from a snack on the

         plane. When she found it she tore open the cardboard box and began to eat it, slowly at first, then faster. I don’t know, she thought. I just don’tknow. She leaned up against the green stone platform eating the chocolate, watching the light coming in the window through the

         leaves of the red tree making patches on the mattress. That’s all we are, she decided. Patches of light and darkness. Things

         that cast shadows.

      


      She ate the rest of the candy, stopping every now and then to lick her fingers. When she was finished she folded the candy

         box and put it carefully away in her pack. Nora Jane never littered anything. So far in her life she had not thrown down a

         single gum wrapper.

      


      During the next week there were four earthquakes in the Bay Area. A five point, then a four point, then a two, then a three.

         The first one woke her in the middle of the night. She was asleep in a room she had rented near the Berkeley campus. At first

         she thought a cat had walked across the bed. Then she thought the world had come to an end. Then the lights went on. Everyone

         in the house gathered in the upstairs hall. When the excitement wore down a Chinese mathematician and his wife fixed tea in

         their room. “Very lucky to be here for that one,” Tam Suyin assured Nora Jane. “Sometimes have to wait long time to experience

         big one.”

      


      “I was in a hurricane once,” Nora Jane said. “I had to get evacuated when Camille came.”


      “Oh,” Tam said to her husband. “Did you hear that? Miss Whittington have to be evacuated during hurricane. Which one you find

         most interesting experience, Miss Whittington, earthquake or hurricane?”

      


      “I don’t know,” Nora Jane said. She was admiring the room, which was as bare as a nun’s cell. “I guess the hurricane. It lasted

         longer.”

      


      The next morning she felt better than she had in a week. She was almost glad to be alive. She bought croissants from a little

         shop on Tamalpais Street, then spent some time decorating her room to look like a nun’s cell. She put everything she owned

         in the closet. She covered the bed with a white sheet. She took down the drapes. She put the rug away and cleaned the floor.

         She bought flowers and put them on the dresser.

      


      That afternoon she found a theatrical supply store on Shattuck Avenue and bought a stage pistol. It was time to get to work.


      “What are you doing?” the proprietor said.


      “Happy Birthday, Nora Jane. Have you ever seen it?”

      


      “The Vonnegut play? The one with the animal heads?”


      “No, this is an original script. It’s a new group on the campus.”


      “Bring a poster by when you get them ready. We like to advertise our customers.”


      “I’ll do that,” she said. “As soon as we get some printed.”


      “When’s it scheduled for?”


      “Oh, right away. As soon as we can whip it together.”


      Freddy Harwood walked down Telegraph Avenue thinking about everyone who adored him. He had just run into Buiji. She had let

         him buy her a cafe mocca at the Met. She had let him hold her hand. She had told him all about the horrible time she was having

         with Dudley. She told him about the au pair girl and the night he threatened her with a gun and the time he choked her and

         what he said about her friends. It was Freddy she loved, she said. Freddy she adored. Freddy she worshipped. Freddy’s hairy

         stomach and strong arms and level head she longed for. She was counting the days until she was free.

      


      I ought to run for office, he was thinking. And just to think, I could have thrown it all away. I could have been a wastrel

         like Augustine. But no, I chose another way. The prince’s way. Noblesse oblige. Ah, duty, sweet mistress.

      


      Freddy Harwood was the founder and owner of the biggest and least profitable bookstore in northern California. He had one

         each of every book worth reading in the English language. He had everything that was still in print and a lot that was out

         of print. He knew dozens of writers. Writers adored him. He gave them autograph parties and unlimited credit and kept their

         books in stock. He even read their books. He went that far. He actually read their books.
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“Few writers are as adept at spinning funny, slyly insightful tales that radiate outward like tiny
satellites, orbiting a fictional universe that mirrors the more unpredictable and tellingly uman moments

in our own.” —New York Times Book Review
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