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Dedication


To James Elton King and Pat Williamson King with love and gratitude




In a small Alabama town, life is finally looking up for twenty-year-old Donnette Sullivan. She’s just inherited her aunt’s house and beauty shop, and her recently crippled husband is beginning to cope with the loss of his dreams. Yet the opening of the shop leads to a surprising sequence of events in this story about love, friendship, betrayal, unfulfilled desires and heartbreaking losses.




Donnette


I was right in the middle of washing off the rollers from Melissa Mullenix’s permanent, getting ready to close up for the day, when Mr. Cleve Floyd called me. Before I could answer the phone, I had to take the neutralizer-soaked end papers off the rods then turn the sprayer on real hard to get that slick chemical solution off; otherwise they’d stink to high heaven. Plastic rollers absorb ammonia worse than anything.


Melissa’s perm sure turned out pretty, though. At first I thought that might be her mama calling to tell me how much she liked it. For some reason Melissa was afraid her mama’d think it was too frizzy, which she says looks cheap. So when I finally answered the phone, I was surprised as all get-out to hear Mr. Cleve Floyd on the other end.


Mr. Cleve was not one to beat around the bush, so he got right to the point. He wanted me to come over to the funeral home and fix Miss Maudie’s hair.


Normally I’m real polite, but I didn’t beat around the bush either. I told him no-thank-you flat out.


“Mr. Cleve, I appreciate you thinking of me, I really do. And I loved Miss Maudie. But there’s no way I can do that—no way at all,” I said to him.


“The pay’s good, Donnette.” Mr. Cleve cleared his throat, coughing. “Hairstyling’s included in our total package, so we make it worth your while to leave your shop unattended.”


“You couldn’t pay me enough, believe me. I can’t do it, Mr. Cleve. I’m sorry,” I told him, and I meant it.


Daddy always said there wasn’t a Floyd in Zion County that wouldn’t argue with a signpost. Way Daddy told it, every time he and Mr. Verdo Floyd came back from selling hogs in Tuscaloosa and crossed the Zion County line, Mr. Verdo’d start in, fussing: “Sign says twelve miles to Clarksville. Damn fools—ain’t no such thing!” Since Mr. Cleve was a Floyd through and through, I was in for an argument.


“Now see here, young lady,” he said. I could picture him with his sad funeral-parlor face, cigarette hanging from his mouth, looking real mournful, like he ought to in his business, I reckon.


“You took over that shop from Essie, you got to do her customers, girl,” he continued, coughing gruffly. “Essie’d turn over in her grave you refusing to do poor old Maudie—”


“But, Mr. Cleve,” I interrupted. I was raised better than to be rude, but I couldn’t help myself. “I swear I can’t do it! I ain’t never touched a dead person before—I can’t stand the thought. Miss Maudie was my third-grade teacher, Mr. Cleve.” My voice was getting shrill.


Mr. Cleve sighed. “Wait just a minute, honey. Hang on, you hear?” His gravelly voice sank even lower. Deep as a grave, Daddy used to say.


I knew why he wanted me to hang on, knew for sure he was fixing to call his wife to the phone. Whatever he couldn’t handle, folks said, he turned over to his wife. Since she was a Clark, people listened.


It was my turn to sigh as I held on to the phone, looking around my empty shop helplessly. Mary Frances Floyd was Aunt Essie’s best customer, and with her influence in this town, she could make or break me. I knew I was beat. If Mary Frances Clark Floyd started driving to Columbus to get her hair done, then so would all the other old biddies in town, since the Clarks set the standards in Zion. I was beat, all right. I had to do it, no matter.


“Donnette, honey?” Mary Frances Floyd came on the phone. “How you doing, sweetheart?” She was one of those women with a voice thick and sweet as cane syrup.


“Well, I’m doing fine, but what I’m trying to tell Mr. Cleve is—” My voice cracked like I was fixing to cry.


“Now, sugar pie, you listen to me, you hear?”


Miss Mary Frances got even sweeter, practically purring. Actually, she was a pretty nice lady even if they did have all that money and the only funeral home in Zion County. Plus she had so much hair. She got a permanent every two months because it was so fine and there was so much of it. Her twin sister was the same way. Aunt Essie used to tell me that Mary Frances Floyd and Frances Martha Clark had enough hair between the two of them to keep her in business.


“Listen here, Donnette, I know you’re scared to do your first one. I remember plain as yesterday that Essie vomited after her first one, Miss Lottie Abrams.”


Well, thanks a lot, Miss Mary Frances, I thought. That’s just real encouraging!


“But if you’ll come on out here right now, I tell you what,” she said, lowering her voice, “I’ll help you. Cleve’s fixing to go home for supper, so it’ll be just me and you here. And Miss Maudie, of course.”


“But—I never touched a dead person—I can’t do it, Miss Mary Frances!”


“Well, Donnette, honey, you got to get over that. In your business, they’re your customers, live or dead. Essie had a rough time, too, but she got to where she didn’t mind. She said they were the only customers she had who didn’t complain.” She chuckled.


But when I sighed again, Miss Mary Frances got aggravated. Like all Clarks, she was used to having things her way.


“Well. Reckon we’ll send to Columbus for somebody, then.”


I closed my eyes. “No, ma’am, Miss Mary Frances. Don’t do that. I’ll come.”


“Good girl! Come on now, bring your stuff, and come to the back door, okay?”


She hung up before I could say another word. I hugged the phone to me, my heart fluttering like the wings of a hummingbird. Oh, Lord, what had I got myself into? Why didn’t they tell us at the beauty college we’d have things like this when we got out in the real world, got our own shop? If I had someone working for me, I could send them. But no, it was only me, and I had no choice if I was going to keep Aunt Essie’s customers. Truth was I couldn’t afford to lose even one customer, let alone all the blue-haired ladies in Clarksville.


I went over to the sink and finished washing the rollers, laying them out on a towel to dry. When that was done, I picked up a roller bag and began to stuff things in I’d need for Miss Maudie’s hair. Setting lotion, blow-dryer, hairspray, lots of clips.


I couldn’t help but smile, though. Miss Maudie, bless her sweet old heart, never had a curling iron or blow-dryer touch her head, not with her old-timey hairdo. I’d never fixed it myself, but many was the time I’d watched Aunt Essie do it. She’d part Miss Maudie’s thick white hair in the middle, then take her fingers and mold it into big, deep waves. Each wave had to be painstakingly clipped in place with curved metal clips, which they don’t make anymore, the kind with jagged teeth. Fortunately I inherited Aunt Essie’s collection.


Then Miss Maudie’d get under the dryer so the waves could set, and Aunt Essie’d polish her tiny little fingernails, always a natural rosy-pink. Shell Pink, I remembered, and added a bottle to the roller bag. I figured they hadn’t been doing Miss Maudie’s fingernails at that nursing home in Tuscaloosa. She ought to have them done for the laying out, she had such pretty little hands. Usually they’re crossed at the waist, with a Bible or something in them. It would be a shame for people to file by Miss Maudie’s coffin and notice she needed a manicure.


I decided I’d better find Tim and tell him where I was going. I knew he was home, because when I was finishing Melissa’s permanent I heard his pickup pull up in the driveway. Melissa heard it too, and she about broke her neck trying to catch a glimpse of him, till I yanked her back in the chair. It was funny that Tim still had that effect on the girls around here.


I locked the shop door, though no one in Clarksville locked doors. But I had fifty dollars in the money box because I not only did Melissa’s perm, I’d also cut and styled Ellis’s hair as well as doing two shampoos and sets. Not bad with me just opening up. I was pleased with the way everyone turned out, too, especially Ellis. She was going to a reception at the country club in Mt. Zion and wanted to make a good impression. As if she had to worry about that now that she was a Clark, since they own everything and everyone in Zion County.


Miss Mary Frances was a Clark before she married Mr. Cleve. Her brother Mr. Harris Clark set them up in the funeral home business when Joe Ray Johnson died and left it. One thing you could say for them Clarks, rich as they are, Mr. Harris made them all work at something. Well, all except Sonny. Daddy used to say Sonny Clark wasn’t worth the bullet it’d take to shoot him. But I’m not so sure about that myself. I know one thing he’s good for.


I left the shop and crossed the big front porch, going to the kitchen in back. Me and Tim sure were lucky to get Aunt Essie’s house when we got the shop, even luckier to get out of our little trailer. We’d just bought the shop from Aunt Essie when she up and died and left the house to me. It like to have killed my cousin Joleen, the selfish pig, but I for one didn’t care a bit. Everybody in town swore Joleen’d get some big-shot lawyer and contest the will, but she never did. She’s too lazy, and ever since she left Dinky and ran off with Clerment Windham, she has got all the money she can spend. At least she and Clerment moved to Huntsville and I don’t have to see her again, thank the Lord. Everyone knows Joleen can’t stand the house anyway, so why’d she want it, except to keep me from getting it? She couldn’t sell it—nobody moves in to Clarksville; they move out instead. No, Joleen was just jealous of me and Aunt Essie, always had been. Personally I think Dinky’s better off and she and snooty old Clerment Windham deserve each other.


I’d most likely find Tim in the kitchen. Soon as he gets off work, he either wants to eat or screw.


“Tim, honey, where are you?” I called out as I entered the kitchen from the back door.


Sure enough, there sat Tim at the table, eating a piece of the lemon icebox pie I bought at Piggly Wiggly, eating it right out of the box it came in. If Tim wasn’t so gorgeous, his lack of manners would be more noticeable. But he can’t help it, considering the way he was raised—it was a wonder he even knew how to use a fork. The Sullivan boys had to raise themselves out there in the sticks, with no woman around, mother or grandma or anything. Just Old Man Sullivan, who was so bad to drink he finally drank himself to death. Poor Tim, it was a miracle he turned out so good. All the Sullivan boys have, really.


“You’re going to ruin your supper, honey,” I said to him, sounding ill as a hornet. I was still tense from my conversation with the Floyds, still dreading going to the funeral home. I especially didn’t want to go once I’d seen Tim sitting there in his jeans, shirt off, wolfing down that pie. He has the most gorgeous body, in spite of the scars and the lame arm—lean and tanned and muscular. Sometimes I just can’t keep my hands off of him, even after two years of marriage.


Tim looked up in surprise at my ill-sounding voice. “Where you fixing to go?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. I was still standing just inside the door, with the roller bag in one hand and my purse in the other.


“I got to go to the funeral home.” I didn’t know why, but suddenly I didn’t want to tell Tim what I had to do.


“You going right now? It’s almost supper time.” ’Course he’d be worried about his supper.


“I’ll be back in plenty of time. Thought I’d fry that fish you caught Sunday.”


Tim stuffed a piece of pie in his mouth and talked with his mouth full. “I’m gonna go to the field in a little while and watch football practice.”


“Again?” was all I could say. My stomach sank, though. Oh, Lord, not again!


“Coach asked me to. He’s starting Tommy at quarterback against County High.”


Tim pushed back the hair that was always falling across his forehead, white-blond hair a girl would kill for. You can’t duplicate that color with Clairol. I had to turn my back to keep from going to him, going and putting my hands into that soft sweet hair of his. Lord, Lord—after two years!


“What you going to the funeral home for?” Tim asked, reaching into the box for another piece of pie.


Since I never lie to him, I just said, “Miss Maudie died.”


“Oh, yeah—I heard that. She was a sweet old thing, wasn’t she? She always liked me a lot for some reason.”


I nodded, smiling. “She was especially nice to us after the accident. She called me not too long ago from the nursing home, just to see how you were doing.” We both fell silent a minute, remembering, then I reached for the door.


“Well, I got to go on.” I called back to him as I went out the door and down the back steps, “Why don’t you go ahead and clean the fish, get them all ready before you leave?”


I got quickly into my car and cranked it up. It was hot as hell, suffocating hot, even though I parked under a shade tree. I swear I hate summer worse than anything! I can’t wait for fall and cooler weather, though half the time in west Alabama it’s November before it comes. I pulled the car out onto the Columbus Highway and the air-conditioning kicked in, making me feel a little better.


Zion Funeral Home is only three miles out from town, on the four-lane highway to Columbus, Mississippi. It stands alone in a grassy field, nothing else around. Across the highway Robby Burkhalter’s turned an old Shell station into a tacky video rental store, but other than that, the funeral home looks kind of funny all by itself with only a few scraggly pine trees nearby.


It’s not a pretty building: flat-roofed and red brick, with white columns and a gravel driveway in front, big floodlights on the funeral home sign, even in the daytime. It has never been named anything nice and comforting either, like Heavenly Rest or Beyond the Sunset. Just plain old Zion Funeral Home.


I like the funeral home in Columbus—a big old house that use to be an antebellum mansion. When I was at the technical college in Columbus, taking my beauty course, my instructor’s husband died and we all went to the funeral home to pay our respects. Lord, was it something! The house itself looked like Miss Melanie’s in Gone With the Wind. They had a little bitty brass sign out front, otherwise you’d never have known it was a funeral home at all. Inside you couldn’t tell it, either. There were real flowers, not silk, in big oriental-looking vases in the foyer, and everything was decorated in shades of rose and dark green.


Best of all were the rooms they put folks in for the laying out. They were real personal-like, with nice furnishings and antiques. Even the Kleenex boxes were in fancy cross-stitched holders. It made you think you were there for a friendly visit instead of in a set-up room with a coffin in the middle. I sure liked it better than Zion Funeral Home. Made a body not mind being laid out in a setting like that.


I pulled the car into the driveway and started to circle the building, going around back like Miss Mary Frances told me to. Next to the funeral home was a brand-new graveyard, but only about ten people were buried there. It’s mainly for drifters or Yankees or people who move into town with no family in Zion County. Everyone else’s buried in Clarksville on the hill, in the big shady cemetery in the old section of town. There, everybody has tombstones. Here all the poor things have are little markers with their last names on them. In front of each one’s a plastic wreath of red roses or white lilies, not azalea bushes and things like folks plant by the graves in Clarksville Cemetery. Why, when Miss Dorothy Davis died, her daughters dug up her whole flower garden and planted her azaleas, gardenias, and rose bushes all around the plot. Folks claim you can see Miss Dorothy there among them like she always was in life.


I parked right next to the hearse. That thing gave me the creeps every time I saw it, but there was no other place to park. Miss Mary Frances’s big black Lincoln Continental was taking up the rest of the space. The only other thing in back was a cotton field, and I couldn’t park out there.


I grabbed my purse and the roller bag and jumped out of the car, being careful not to look at the big white hearse as I walked to the back door.


The door opened when I got to it and I jumped, startled. However, it was just Miss Mary Frances, standing there holding the back door open for me.


“Donnette, honey, come in this way,” she whispered to me. Now why on earth she was whispering, I couldn’t imagine. Daddy always said none of the Clark women had the sense God promised a billy goat.


“I brought my rollers and things with me, Miss Mary Frances,” I told her as I went through the door she was holding open for me. And lo and behold, there I was whispering too! I guess something about this place made you want to be real quiet.


Mary Frances Floyd stood and looked at me carefully after she let me into the little hall, I reckon deciding if I was really going to do this. I just stood there like an idiot and stared back at her, blinking my eyes in the darkness of the hallway. Miss Mary Frances’s a tall, big-bosomed woman in her sixties, with the Clarks’ sharp blue eyes behind silver-framed glasses, making her look kind of bug-eyed. Her hair’s about all gray so Aunt Essie colored it Precious Platinum and pulled it in a stiff French twist, the way she’s worn it for years. As befitting a Clark, even for ever-day wear Miss Mary Frances dressed fit to kill, and today was no exception. Her dress was a pretty shade of aqua, and she had on lots of aqua eyeshadow to match, magnified by her glasses. I’d have to find a polite way of telling her that at her age she shouldn’t be wearing frosted eyeshadow—it shows up every line. A muted earth tone would be better.


“Come on, sugar,” she said to me finally, grabbing my arm. “Miss Maudie’s back here. She’s the only one here now.”


She turned down the hallway and I followed close behind her. It was dark except for little globe lamps on the wall, the hall papered with really dreary, dark wallpaper. I didn’t like this place one bit.


Miss Mary Frances stopped before a closed door that had a small brass sign on it: KEEP OUT. She turned to me before opening the door.


“Donnette, the hardest thing is to wash the hair. Usually we use a dry shampoo unless they’ve been sick a long time and it’s too dirty for that. Since it’s your first time, I went ahead and washed her hair for you, but next time that will be part of it, you understand.”


She opened the door and took my arm again, feeling that I needed to be pulled in, I guess.


The room was bigger than I expected and very cold, cold as a refrigerator. I glanced around quickly and noticed that it looked like a doctor’s office, with examination tables, big hanging lights, and lots of strange-looking equipment. I wouldn’t look at any of that equipment, turning my eyes away soon as I saw strange hoses and things hanging above one of the tables. Instead I stared at the aqua-silk back of Mary Frances’s dress. Oh, God, the room smelled funny! Unless that was Miss Mary Frances’s perfume.


Miss Mary Frances stopped right in front of me as she led me toward the back of the room, and I almost ran into her.


“Also, honey,” she said to me in her loud whisper, “I did you another favor, too. Since Miss Maudie’s hair’s so thick and would take so long to dry, I went ahead and set it for you, too. I told you I’d help you since it was your first. I do believe it looks real natural the way I fixed it.”


As she said this to me, Miss Mary Frances moved out of my way.


Right in front of me, on a long metal table, was Miss Maudie. I was so completely startled that I just stared down at her. Then I caught my breath and let it out real slow, relieved.


Oh, my God, it wasn’t Miss Maudie after all! It was some horrible dummy they’d made to look like her. It didn’t even look that much like her, but instead was a small, shriveled old dummy, way too little to be Miss Maudie. Though her eyes were closed, her white lifeless face was slack and her jaw sagged, making her mouth hang partly open. They’d dressed her boney shrunken body in a navy blue dress, with white lace at the collar and cuffs, like something Miss Maudie would wear. And Miss Maudie’s cameo, the one she’d never go without, was pinned ever so neatly at the neck. But she looked funny all dressed up, because she had no shoes on. The dummy had no shoes or stockings on—she was barefooted! The neat dark dress was way too long for her, and I started to laugh. Her little wax feet looked so silly, sticking out at the bottom of her dress. I started to laugh real loud, and Miss Mary Frances grabbed my arm, hard.


“Donnette—,” she gasped. “What on earth—?”


I dropped the roller bag and my hand flew up to my mouth to try and stop the laughter. I saw then that all around the shrunken wax face was pincurls, held in place with little plastic clips. Miss Mary Frances had fixed up the dummy of Miss Maudie with thick white pincurls.


“No, no,” I cried. “That ain’t right—no, Miss Mary Frances!”


I couldn’t help myself, causing Miss Mary Frances to grab both my arms even harder.


“Oh, honey, I know, I know,” she crooned. “But the poor thing is better off—”


“No, ma’am—that’s not Miss Maudie—what have you done with her?”


I was crying for good now, tears rolling down my cheeks. So that was what funeral homes did—replaced people with wax dummies made to look like them, laid out in coffins. Now I knew why dead people always looked so unreal.


Miss Mary Frances was about to panic, I could tell. “Donnette, stop this—you are hysterical—let me get you out of here!” She tried to pull me closer to her, but I pushed away and stared at her.


“If y’all are going to fix her up to look like Miss Maudie, the least you can do is get her right.” I sobbed loudly, no longer remembering to whisper.


Miss Mary Frances dropped my arms and stepped back, looking at me as though I’d lost my mind. “What in God’s name—” was all she could say.


Still sobbing, I turned back to look at the dummy again. Very slowly and carefully, I stepped over to her.


Bending down, I forced myself to look at the dummy of Miss Maudie, staring at the colorless waxen face. The snow-white hair of big fat curls held in place with pink and blue clips was a glaring contrast to the dummy face. I made myself stop sobbing by taking deep breaths as I stared down at it. Then, reaching out with trembling hands, I touched the pincurled hair gingerly. Still damp.


“Miss Mary Frances?” My voice was trembling so much I could barely hear it myself. Miss Mary Frances leaned closer to me so she could catch what I said. “Could I have some water, please?”


Miss Mary Frances looked paler than Miss Maudie. “Water, hell! I’m going to get you and me both a shot of whiskey. Cleve always keeps some back here.”


I couldn’t help it, that really made me laugh. Maybe I was hysterical after all. “No, ma’am—I don’t want to drink it. I need to wet Miss Maudie’s hair again.”


Miss Mary Frances stared at me, but she turned quickly and went over to a sink in the back of the room where I heard water running. I took another deep breath and began to pull myself together. Reaching down below the table, I picked the roller bag up off the floor.


With shaking hands, I took a comb and began to comb through the dummy’s thick white curls after I yanked the plastic clips out. Miss Mary Frances came up beside me then and quietly handed me the glass of water.


I dipped the comb down in the water glass and combed through the hair to wet it, being real careful to look only at the hair and not at the white wax face. Miss Mary Frances then pushed a stool up for me, and I sank down gratefully. It was only after I sat down that I realized how badly shaken I was. My hand shook so hard that drops of water fell from the comb, splattering on the metal table.


Then, as slowly and as carefully as I ever saw Aunt Essie do it, I set Miss Maudie’s hair in big neat waves, clipping each one in place with the curved metal clips. It took me a long time because I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking, but finally I’d made perfect waves all around the face of the dummy. I got hairspray and sprayed the waves thoroughly, and for a minute the sharp misty smell of hairspray covered the other smell. Mary Frances Floyd must have held her breath the whole time, because when I finished, I heard her let out a trembling breath.


I then took the bottle of Shell Pink nail polish from the roller bag. Biting my lip, I reached ever so carefully for Miss Maudie’s withered hand, which lay beside her on the metal table. Her little hand was white as marble and ice-cold, so I took it into my palm as though it was a fragile baby bird.


Carefully I polished the tiny nails Shell Pink. When I finished that hand, I laid it back down beside her, then I reached across the navy blue dress for the left hand and polished those nails, too.


There. That looked more like Miss Maudie. I felt her hair again, and decided it was dry enough for me to remove the clips. When I did, each wave stood on its own, perfect. I couldn’t help but feel like Aunt Essie would be proud of me, and I leaned back with a sigh.


Miss Mary Frances had been watching me carefully. The whole time I’d felt her eyes glued to my face. Now she leaned over and looked down at Miss Maudie instead.


“That looks so good, sugar, that we ought to go ahead and do her makeup. Usually I do it, but sometimes the hairdresser does.”


I shook my head and wished for a minute that I had that shot of whiskey she mentioned earlier.


“I think I’d like to do it myself.” I didn’t really want to, but I could just imagine poor Miss Maudie with frosted aqua eyeshadow on. “Only thing is, I didn’t bring any with me.”


“You can’t use regular makeup, Donnette—it won’t last a day. We have a special kind. Stay here a minute and I’ll go get it.”


It wasn’t near as bad as I thought it would be. Miss Mary Frances brought me a palette of makeup and I leaned real close to Miss Maudie again. At first I could hardly stand to touch her ice-cold face, but as I applied the thick waxy makeup I began to feel better, because I was making the dummy look more like Miss Maudie. Once the foundation was in place and powdered, I touched the shrunken cheeks with just a bit of color and was astonished at the difference.


For some crazy reason, as I added the rouge to Miss Maudie’s face, I thought of Cat. I reckon because Miss Maudie once made Cat sit in the corner when she came to school with some makeup she’d stolen from her mother and put it on all the girls in the class, making us look like a bunch of ten-year-old tarts.


Then I remembered another time when Cat got into even more trouble. Only a couple of years later Miss Maudie caught Cat and Sonny Clark in the cloakroom, Cat with her skirt up around her waist and her legs around Sonny, young as they both were then. Poor virginal Miss Maudie was so horrified. She was a smart woman, had Sonny’s number all along, but she never knew what to make of Cat, the preacher’s daughter. Cat could be so loving and affectionate, and Miss Maudie loved her in spite of everything, her wild ways.


So Cat got in big trouble with Miss Maudie, and had to stay after school every day for a week and listen to Miss Maudie lecture her on the dangers of playing “certain ways” with boys, but that was all that happened. Miss Maudie never told the principal, or Cat’s daddy. Cat swore to me it was just because Miss Maudie never got any herself that she didn’t know what she and Sonny were doing, but I didn’t believe that. I don’t think Cat did either. I think Miss Maudie was such a kind-hearted person, she didn’t want Cat to suffer the consequences if her daddy found out.


I decided then and there that I’d try again to get in touch with Cat, let her know about Miss Maudie dying. Thinking that made me feel somewhat excited—maybe she’d even come home for the funeral. Well, probably not. Cat swore she’d never set foot in Clarksville again, and she hadn’t.


Gently I touched a little rouge to Miss Maudie’s icy lips, then powdered them. When I sat back to look at the results, I felt much better.


I saw, however, that this was not a wax dummy after all, that it was Miss Maudie, the life gone from her forever. Looking down at her, I realized the difference between a live body and a dead one. And it’s not that bad, knowing the difference. The difference is life itself, of course—movement and stillness. I realized as I surveyed the results of my hairdo and makeup that Miss Maudie would never move again. She would never twitch or raise an eyebrow or yawn or stretch. She wouldn’t reach up and pat her hair in place, or hold a mirror before her, turning this way and that, looking for changes. She’d never again stand at a blackboard, chalk in hand, before a room full of restless children. Not in this life she wouldn’t, anyway.


Miss Mary Frances leaned over my shoulder, then she patted me. “Why, Donnette!” she said in a whisper. “You did a wonderful job. She looks so natural, doesn’t she?”


Yes, ma’am, I thought to myself. She looks real natural all right—naturally dead. But I had to admit that she sure looked better than she did.


“Can I tell Cleve that you will be available from now on? The pay is real good and I know y’all need all the help you can get.”


I picked up my roller bag and began packing it quickly, throwing in the clips and combs and hairspray. I was real anxious to get out of there.


“Yes, ma’am. Just tell him to call me.” Surely none of the others could be this hard. And as everyone in town knew, we could use the money.


I grabbed my purse and jumped up. Suddenly I couldn’t wait to get out of that building. Miss Mary Frances came with me to the door.


“Bye now, honey.” She smiled at me as she let me out the door. “You did a good job—see you next Wednesday, my regular time.”


“Bye, Miss Mary Frances. See you then.” I hurried out as fast as my legs would take me.


I went down the dark hall and let myself out the back door. Once outside of the freezing cold building, the heat swept over me. I hurried to my Toyota, passing the big white hearse without looking at it. The sun was just setting, a big ball of blazing pink over the pine trees behind the cemetery.


“And good-bye, Miss Maudie,” I whispered as I cranked up the car and hightailed it out of there, tires screeching as I pulled onto the Columbus Highway. “Rest in peace.”


My hands were still shaking as I drove back into town. I turned the air-conditioner up full blast and took big gulps of the icy air.


Turning my car off the highway onto our street, Preacher Street, I headed toward our house. Soon as I did, I realized I’d planned to stop by the football field first. I sure didn’t want to; I’d rather have pulled into our driveway and started frying those fish. Make some hushpuppies and coleslaw to go with them. Tim loves my hushpuppies. But I felt a strong urge to go on to the field. Tim didn’t let on one bit—matter of fact, he was real casual-acting about the whole thing—but maybe he needed me there.


I turned the car down Preacher Street, so-called because three preachers, the Baptist, the Methodist, and the Holiness, all had parsonages on this street. Aunt Essie’s big old house—ours now—was at the end of the street, before the highway, then the little brick Methodist parsonage was next to it.


As I drove down the street, I waved to folks out doing the usual late-evening chores. Miss Bobbie Dyer was in her garden, getting tomatoes for supper. Old Man Estes was watering his front yard, which always looked like it was manicured. Sometimes you’d drive by and see the old fellow on his hands and knees with scissors, cutting sprigs of grass that dared to grow between the cracks in the sidewalk. There were little kids playing ball or riding bikes, waiting for the call to supper. I reckon it was the same in every little town everywhere this time of day. There was something real peaceful about it.


I didn’t feel very peaceful when I turned the car down the street and headed toward the football stadium, though. I couldn’t decide what to make of Tim going to football practice lately, whether it was a good sign or not. Coach had given us season tickets, and me and Tim had gone to the home games last fall—he wasn’t able to go the first year, of course—and we’d sat in the stands just like everyone else. Some people acted funny around Tim, almost embarrassed, and they’d avert their eyes when they saw us. Both of us just sat quietly and watched the game, not standing up cheering and yelling like everybody else, which probably called even more attention to us. Sometimes somebody from the other side would recognize Tim as we walked past the visitors’ side, and they’d stare at him like they’d seen a ghost, nudging their friends as we walked by, eyes straight ahead. I know that Tim must’ve seen them, but he never let on. ’Course after all he’d been through, something like that didn’t seem real important, anyway.


Unexpectedly I felt tears sting my eyes. Lord, maybe going to the football practice was going to be too much today, after that business with Miss Maudie. Tim would certainly understand if I decided to turn around and go back home, have supper waiting for him when he got there. But I drove on past the high school and pulled into the big grassy parking lot by the stadium. It wasn’t quite dark yet but the stadium lights were already on. I parked the car and got out.


Outside the car I was pleased to notice that it wasn’t quite so hot now. Maybe it was my imagination, but there was just a little hint of coolness in the air, touching my bare arms ever so slightly as I walked across to the stadium.


I breathed deeply of the heavy, sweet-smelling summer air and felt better. Honeysuckle covered the chain-link fence surrounding the parking lot, and its perfume was the smell of late summer evenings. I could hear the noises now from the field, the grunts and the hits and the coaches yelling and clapping their hands.


Every time I walked into the stadium, regardless of the season, I saw it the way it looked filled with people in the cool nights of autumn. Football season. It was always filled, every single home game. The Clarksville Blue Devils were the pride of Zion County, state champions in their division three years in a row now, written up in newspapers all over the state.


But Clarksville never had a team quite like the one Tim quarterbacked his senior year, with Joey Housel and Tater Dyer and Matthew Pate all seniors that year too. All of them getting those big scholarships—Joey and Tater at Alabama now, Matt all the way up north, playing for Notre Dame. Almost every boy on that team got a scholarship somewheres, it seemed like.


That spring, reporters were calling every day to see where Tim would choose to go—he had so many offers and visited so many colleges he couldn’t make up his mind. Coach Mills got to where he wouldn’t even answer his phone, finally got him an answering machine. They’d had some great teams in Clarksville, but never another quarterback like Tim, with that throwing arm he had. Lord, the press coverage we got! Suddenly Clarksville was on the map, with coaches from all over the nation coming to our games. People were turning their cameras as much in toward the stands as they were toward the field during those days, snapping pictures of Bear and Pat Dye and Vince Dooley. First time ever, the dinky little motel outside town did a booming business with coaches and recruiters and reporters here every weekend. It was really some kind of goings-on for a little town on the back side of nowhere, as Daddy used to say. Never be anything like it again.


Unexpectedly, I felt my eyes sting with tears and a lump come up in my throat. I had to get ahold of myself—I sure couldn’t stay here if I was going to cry. Tim would never forgive me, not after he’d been so brave and never shed a tear through the whole thing. Well, none that I knew of, anyhow.


Soon as I walked past the concession stands into the big open stadium, I spotted Tim. You could never miss that pale blond hair, the way it shone under the stadium lights. I remember how jealous I used to get of all the attention he got, not just for his quarterbacking but for his all-American good looks, too. When the defense would take over and Tim’d go to the sidelines, he’d drink his Gatorade, then pull his helmet off as he stood and watched the action on the field. Never fail, there’d be a collective gasp from the girls on the other side, the stupid little cheerleaders and majorettes nudging each other and giggling like nitwits. Lots of women, young and old ones, too, from all over the state, came to our games just to see him. Made me want to hang a sign on him—he’s mine, girls, eat your hearts out!


Tim was standing on the sidelines now, behind the benches where the second-string team sat waiting for a chance to go on the field. Tommy was standing beside him, and Tim was pointing with his good arm to something on the field. The offensive and defensive teams, dressed in their dirty white practice jerseys, were lined up ready to go. Tommy was listening intensely to Tim, but the poor thing would never be half the player Tim was, and he knew it. Everybody did. I felt like starting him in the first game was too much pressure to put on a fifteen-year-old. Tim was his age when he started first string, but Tommy just wasn’t built for it. He was built more like Old Man Sullivan, shorter, stockier, closer to the ground, without the tight lean body that the other Sullivan boys, especially Tim, had. Would have been better on defense, probably. But I guess Coach figured the way Tommy idolized Tim that he’d try extra hard, and maybe some of Tim’s talent would rub off on him. Oh, Lord, Lord, I thought, in kind of a prayer. Maybe things will work out different for Tommy!


Instead of going up into the bleachers where other folks sat watching the practice, I sat by myself down near the bottom, hoping Tim would eventually see me and realize I was there for him, knowing how it must pain him to be here again. I settled down on the hot concrete, which had soaked in a day’s worth of sun, and tried to relax. It was hard to do with the memories that came over me whenever I set foot inside this stadium, though.


It was like just yesterday instead of two long years ago now when me and Tim was in school and out here on this same field, every time there was a game. I could picture so clearly the band standing up before the game began, in their snappy blue-and-white uniforms, and everyone in the stands would slowly get to their feet too, always before the announcer came over the intercom to ask everyone to stand. First one of the local preachers would open with a prayer, usually a long-winded one, and then the band would strike up “The Star-Spangled Banner.” I would raise my baton in salute, signaling all the other majorettes to do the same, and we’d stand in a contorted stance pointing toward the flag as a Boy Scout slowly raised it high on the flagpole till the breeze caught it and bannered it out above us. That was when Tim and I always managed to make eye contact somehow. Even though the majorettes and the football team were supposed to have their eyes only on the flag, we’d always manage it.


It gave me such a thrill, too, that Tim chose me even after he got so famous. He could’ve had anybody he wanted at that time with girls from all over struggling just to catch a glimpse of him. But he stayed faithful to me, his childhood sweetheart. That’s what that reporter from Birmingham who did the feature story on Tim called me, and folks began to tease me about it. But that’s what I’d always been, since first grade. Oh, there were others for both of us ever now and then—we’d break up occasionally, usually after I’d flung some kind of jealous fit—but we’d always end up back together. Though I had some flirtations, I have never loved anyone in my life but Tim Sullivan. I don’t believe that he’s ever loved anyone like he loves me, either. No one.


I watched practice for a few minutes as Tommy snapped on his helmet and ran in. He seemed to be doing pretty good. He couldn’t throw worth a hoot, but we had a good running back this year, Cedric Washington, whose brother Derrick had been a teammate of Tim’s and was now having a great career with the Georgia Bulldogs. If Tommy could get the ball to Cedric and the offensive line held strong, we ought to have a decent season.


After watching practice a bit, seeing Tim so engrossed with Tommy, calling out encouragement to him and also talking with some of the other players, I relaxed and began to look around the stands.


There was a right good many people here tonight, scattered around sitting in little groups. Most of them were the players’ parents or relatives or some of the men teachers from the high school, as well as the regulars.


The regulars increased each year, former players who’d spend their late summer evenings out here at the football stadium, reliving past glories. Afterwards they’d go home to their farms or house trailers or young families. Most of them worked in Columbus, as store clerks or salesmen or mechanics, or else at the Goodyear plant in Tuscaloosa. A few, like Tim, found some kind of work in Zion County, but those jobs got scarcer every year.


I spotted J. D. Hendricks, sitting with his daddy and little boy. He worked with his daddy at the hardware store now, after being out of work since graduation. There wasn’t too many jobs like that available—truth is, his daddy had to give him some of his hours or he wouldn’t have been hired. Most of the others who managed to find work locally worked at the sawmill, like Tim. Lumber was the only industry in Zion County. A few folks farmed, raising cows and pigs or operating chicken coops, but you couldn’t make much of a living on a family farm anymore. Daddy had been one of the last farmers around here to try, and we eventually lost the farm, putting him in an early grave my senior year.


Sitting a couple of bleachers up from J. D. and his family was Candi Elmore, who’d been a majorette with me. We used to be pretty good friends, but I hardly ever saw her anymore. She had a real good job working for the probate judge over at the courthouse in Mt. Zion. Though to tell you the truth, you couldn’t pay me enough to work there. Everybody knows that the courthouse is haunted, a ghost appearing in the window every time it storms. It’s even written up in the Alabama history books.


I looked back to the field. Tim was talking to Coach Mills now. Lord, had Coach put on the weight this summer! He used to be a fairly good-looking man. Or at least Cat thought so, saying she was partial to big rugged rednecks. But he was sure getting a beer gut. If I called Cat tonight, I’d have to tell her. I smiled to myself, wondering if Tim’d ever let himself go like that when he got middle-aged. I swear I’d kill him if he did—it’d be such a shame with that gorgeous body of his. There he stood in his tight faded jeans and an old Bama tee shirt, looking better than ever, considering everything. Just looking at him standing there unnoticed, vulnerable and boyish, was all it took to make me start wanting him again.


Suddenly I could tell that someone was staring at me, and an uneasy feeling came over me. Somebody curious, no doubt, even after all this time, somebody who’d seen Tim out there for the first time and was probably watching me for my reaction. I hated that, hated people’s sick fascination with other folks’ misery. I looked over my shoulder quickly, up into the stands, at the little groups of folks sitting around watching the practice. Candi and some of the others smiled and waved at me, and I waved back. Must have been my imagination, me being so jumpy today after all I’d been through.


But as I turned back toward the field, where Tim was now talking with Tommy, I felt it again. Someone in the stands, just slightly out of the corner of my eye, over my left shoulder, was staring at me. I wouldn’t look, wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing my discomfort, of letting them know how much I hated them staring. I folded my arms firmly and looked straight ahead.


No use. I could feel it, feel those eyes boring into the back of my head with an intensity I couldn’t stand. Unable to stop myself, I turned around slowly to face whoever it was.


Oh my God in heaven—Taylor Dupree! I swear, it was him sitting all the way on the top bleacher, staring at me like that. For a moment our eyes locked, and then he looked away, back to the field. Jesus Christ! What was he doing back here? Here, of all places! Why in God’s name was he back in Clarksville?


I just couldn’t help myself. I was so completely astonished to see Taylor Dupree sitting there that I couldn’t think straight. Before I realized what I’d done, I picked up my purse, got to my feet, and started walking out. I got out of that stadium as fast as I could move. I saw Tim turn and I think I heard him call my name, but I didn’t wait around to be sure. I hurried out of the stadium, hurried to the car as fast as my legs would carry me.


I opened the car door and got in quickly. It was still hot in the car, stifling, unbearable hot. I rolled my window down but I was trembling so bad that I couldn’t possibly drive home.


I forced myself to look back into the stadium and make sure it was Taylor that I’d seen, before I freaked out over nothing. I’d parked at an angle where I could see right in the front gate, past the place where I’d been sitting. Slowly I allowed my eyes to travel back up the bleachers, tracing where I’d sat to where I saw him. And sure enough, there he was. No question about it. Taylor Dupree, sitting up there just as big as you please, looking like he had as much business here as anyone. I absolutely could not believe what I was seeing. How could he? How could he dare show himself around here again?


Since he was too far away to tell that I was looking at him, I was able to get a real good look at Mr. Taylor Dupree. I swear, he had not changed a bit in two years’ time! Still beautiful, just completely, breathtakingly beautiful. Not the same kind of looks that Tim has—all-American, the reporters called him—but exotic, movie-star looks, not like anyone in these parts. Everyone says his mama is a beautiful woman—I’ve never seen her myself—but Taylor must look like his daddy instead, because he don’t look a thing like the rest of the Clarks. He always wore his hair different from the other guys around here, but now it was longer than ever, almost to his shoulders. I’d always admired his hair because of its unusual color—a rich chestnut brown, with glints of red and gold, going so good with his dark Cajun complexion and eyes.


Oh, I knew those eyes so well. How he used them to look down his elegant nose at everybody in Clarksville and in Zion County! And his voice, so snooty and cultured, was not countrified like the rest of us hicks—how he used it to put down everybody, saying the most hateful things, always laughing at us. I swear I hated his guts! Everybody did, everybody but Tim, who’s too good a person to hate anybody. And Cat, who could never hate anyone who looked like Taylor. She almost screwed his head off as soon as she discovered boys, becoming so totally wrapped up in him that they were inseparable until she left town for good.


I knew what Taylor and Cat saw in each other, but never will understand why he took up with Tim. Taylor sneered at football and everything else in this hick town, most of all good old country boys like Tim. But for some godforsaken reason no one could understand, Tim and Taylor became best friends their first year of high school. Taylor had no friends at all until then, then he and Tim became thick as thieves, Taylor idolizing Tim, following him around like a lost puppy. I reckon Tim was flattered or something, Taylor being a Clark, even if he was the black sheep of the family. It never made sense to me; Tim could have been buddies with anyone else, but no. He seemed just about as taken with Taylor. Cat told me once it was because they were so opposite, that each found something in the other that they lacked, or some such crap. For whatever reason, I knew all along no good would come of it, even that something terrible would happen, and I was right. But now, why was he back? I never, ever wanted to see him again and I felt sure that Tim didn’t either.


Still shaking, I cranked up the car. God, what a day, and now Taylor Dupree back. I hoped to God that Tim didn’t see him! I pulled out of the parking lot and hurried home as fast as I could.


Almost an hour later, after I’d fixed supper and left it to warm in the oven, I began to feel somewhat better, not so jittery and unnerved by the events of the day. I even felt hungry now that I saw the fish fried up so brown and crispy. Tim would be home any minute now, and we’d both enjoy sitting together in the kitchen and eating our supper in peace like we did every night, just glad to be alive and together and have a place of our own. I set the table with some of Aunt Essie’s good ever-day china, thinking it would be nice after such a hard day. Part of the reason I was more relaxed was that I recalled a conversation I’d had earlier in the day with Ellis, as I cut her hair. I hadn’t paid that much attention to her prattle at the time, we’d talked of so many things, but now remembering it put a different light on things.


Ellis told me that Taylor’s aunt, Della Clark Dean, was not doing well, which would explain why Taylor was back in Clarksville. She said Mr. Harris Clark wanted to close up Miss Della’s house and put her in a nursing home in Tuscaloosa. Miss Della was getting real old, on into her eighties. So, it stood to reason that Taylor would come back from that fancy college in New Orleans and see about his Aunt Della. She was the one to raise him instead of that sorry mother of his, Charlotte Clark. No one had seen her in ages; she hadn’t even come to Taylor’s graduation.


I’d heard all my life how Charlotte ran off and left her little boy and that Cajun husband of hers, ran off to Europe with some rich old man, leaving Taylor all alone when he was just a baby. Mr. Harris Clark had to drive to New Orleans to get him.


People say that Taylor’s daddy was not any better, that he left too, out west somewheres, and never contacted his son again. So you could almost feel sorry for Taylor Dupree if he wasn’t such a shit.


When I finished in the kitchen there was nothing to do but wait for Tim, so I went to the front porch to do so, since it was hot as hell inside and still light outside.


I was immediately glad that I did. It was a little cooler outside now, and the night noises were soft and soothing. I sat on the porch swing and began to swing real slow, back and forth, back and forth. All of Aunt Essie’s flowers, and the yard was full of them, needed watering, but I was too tired right now. I just wanted to sit and swing and not think, not think about Taylor or Miss Maudie or anything.


Next door, I saw the Methodist preacher drive up to his neat brick parsonage with the white shutters and white picket fence. It was hard to imagine Cat being raised in that prim little house. ’Course I lived out on the farm with Daddy then, not next door, but I visited Aunt Essie a lot and spent a lot of time over there with Cat. I always knew something was wrong, knew that I hated to go there, but didn’t know what it was then. Now I’m more able to look back and see what an awfully sick family they were, see the poison that finally destroyed them.


The new preacher’s family who moved in afterwards, Brother and Mrs. Junkin, were a dignified older couple, just the two of them. Brother Junkin got along well with all the Methodists in town, going around visiting and praying and generally conducting himself like a preacher should. His wife, Florence, did her own hair, even with my shop right next door. Bless her heart, it looked it, too. I could get out that purple tinge if she’d let me try.


The Junkins are a real nice couple, well-liked by everyone, not a thing like Cat’s crazy parents. It’s no wonder Cat turned out the way she did, her daddy was such a tight-ass. Her mama was nothing but a nervous wreck, crying all the time, finally ended up unable to function, to even go outside her own house. Really, it was pitiful. Cat’s daddy used to beat the holy hell out of both of them. Nobody in town knew it but Aunt Essie and me, though. Some people in town actually liked Brother Jordan, thinking he was a real man of God and feeling sorry for him being burdened with such an unsuitable wife and daughter. Aunt Essie never could figure out how such a holy-roller got into the Methodist church, since they tend to be picky about their preachers and even make them go to preachers’ college. Somehow, Brother Jordan slipped through the cracks, because he was more like the Holiness preacher, carrying on all the time about hell-fire and damnation and the sins of the flesh. The Methodists tolerated him for a few years but finally decided they were too dignified for such carryings-on. They persuaded their bishop to move him to some country church up in north Alabama. Cat was long gone by then, though. It was there, in that little country church away from everybody, that Cat’s mama had her nervous breakdown and set the house on fire. She and Brother Jordan, neither one could get out in time. Poor Cat. Such a life she’d had! I missed her so bad and was going to call her tonight. It had been too long, way too long, since I’d talked to her.


Tim drove up just as I was about to wonder what on earth had happened to him. As soon as he parked his truck and got out, I could tell by the look on his face that everything went well at football practice. He must have been pleased with Tommy’s performance.
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