



[image: ]







THE PENNY


JOYCE MEYER


WITH DEBORAH BEDFORD


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Image]


www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2007 by Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2007 by Joyce Meyer


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the authors’ imaginations or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Life In The Word, Inc.
P.O. Box 655
Fenton, Missouri 63026


An Hachette UK company
by Hodder and Stoughton


The right of Joyce Meyer to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A record for this book is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN 9781444715804
Book ISBN 978 0340 943878


Offset by Avon DataSet Ltd, Bidford on Avon, Warwickshire


Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH
www.hodderchristianbooks.co.uk




To those who long to come out of dark places.
 To those who yearn to find the One who is trustworthy.




Alack, when once our grace we have forgot,
Nothing goes right; we would, and we would not.


— WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


Measure for Measure        


Act 4, Scene 4, lines 33–4 




You know, I just loved Grace Kelly.
She was a soft, warm light every time I saw her.
And every time I saw her,
it was a holiday all its own.


—JIMMY STEWART





Chapter One


There are two things I will always remember about summers in St Louis. One is walking barefoot on pavement so hot that I could pop the tar bubbles with my toes. Pavement so hot that, by the end of July, the hide on the soles of my feet was as thick as my tanned-leather purse from Woolworth’s and I could cross Arsenal Street without having to run. Every year, some photographer from the Post-Dispatch would take a shot of an egg frying on the pavement and the paper would run it on the front page. HOT ENOUGH TO FRY AN EGG ON THE PAVEMENT! the headline would bellow. As if they were telling us something we didn’t already know.


The other thing I’ll always remember is the summer of the penny. At this point in my life, I’m picking up pennies all the time. But that wasn’t the case back then. Not before the penny, the important penny, the one that led me to Miss Shaw at the jewellery shop.


I learned from that first special penny how important the little things in life can be.


Because the penny led me to knowing Miss Shaw, and knowing Miss Shaw was what started things changing between Daddy and Jean and Mama and me.


Before the penny, if you’d have asked what I knew about Miss Shaw, I’d have shrugged and acted as if you were loony. ‘I don’t know anything about her,’ I would’ve told you, because girls like me had no reason to speak with ladies like Miss Shaw.


No one in the neighbourhood knew much about Miss Shaw. For although my one friend, Marianne Thompson, and I had seen her greet her customers with a warm smile as if she could tell something special about them, people like us never had any reason to set foot inside a jewellery shop. So Marianne and I just wondered between ourselves: did she come from money or did she earn it? Did she grow up around here? How old was she? How did she manage to keep her hair dry on rainy days without using an umbrella? And because of that, because no one knew where she’d come from or who her parents were or how she’d come to have her own jewellery shop, she was the most profound mystery along Grand Avenue. And you know how everybody likes to talk about a mystery.


‘Now there’s a woman up to no good,’ Daddy would comment whenever he happened to see Miss Shaw promenading along the pavement in town with her bag tucked beneath her arm. Daddy had a general distrust for all things to do with women bettering themselves. And he had a healthy contempt for Miss Shaw in particular. ‘That woman causes all the talk, anyway. She thrives on being talked about, or else she wouldn’t stay tight-mouthed the way she does. Let me tell you, there’s a woman who rides a high horse. Acting like the rest of us aren’t good enough to know her.’


Only one part of the neighbourhood gossip going around about Miss Shaw didn’t match up with the stories of Miss Shaw’s grace, beauty and superiority. Marianne Thompson made a vow to me once that she’d seen Miss Shaw sneaking around in the shadows of the town cemetery. She’d been hiding behind trees, Marianne insisted, and taking careful steps through the fallen leaves so as not to make any sound with her high-heeled shoes, and glancing around stealthily to make certain nobody saw her. She’d been looking around for a grave, Marianne said, and when she found the one she was looking for, it didn’t have a stone. Marianne had seen Miss Shaw stoop to the ground and wipe the dead leaves from a smooth patch of dirt and place her gloved hand atop the dry mound. She held her hand to the ground for the longest time, Marianne declared, as if she expected to feel a heartbeat.


These are the things I knew for sure about Miss Shaw from my own observance. She arrived at Shaw Jewellers before nine every morning, leaving plenty of time to polish the counters and arrange the pearls on the headless necks in the window before the store opened. She wore pumps that reminded me of the ones I’d seen once when Mama took me to the A&P Supermarket, the pretend princess shoes you could buy on the toy aisle, with plastic jewels across the toes and soles so stiff and curved that they arched your feet like a ballerina.


Every time I saw her, I wanted to stare, seeing how she held herself. To this day, I’ll bet Miss Shaw practised balancing books on her head while she walked around her house in those beautiful shoes.


And this one last important thing I knew about her. No one ever saw Miss Opal Shaw without her white Sunday gloves on, tiny buttons fastened against the soft underside of her wrists. She wore her gloves no matter whether she was counting inky receipts or changing gear in her Cadillac convertible or presenting diamonds to a customer.


What you have to know is this: South St Louis is not a place you’d want to wear white Sunday gloves on any other day of the week.


But I’d best get back to the penny.


I discovered Grace Kelly movies that summer, mostly because the Fox Cinema had refrigerated air. The sign proclaimed in frozen-painted letters, AIR COOLED, with white x’s to look like sparkles and icicles hanging from the A and the C. The Fox was so fancy that, after you paid at the box office, you got to pick any one of a dozen gleaming doors to walk through.


We lived upstairs in a two-storey building on Wyoming Street, in a neighbourhood where the buildings had been wedged much too close together. What had started as red brick, weathered and coated with coal soot, was now the colour of brown rust. When the hot air rose, our rooms soaked up heat like an oven. The house belonged to Daddy and we could have lived downstairs if he’d wanted, but he reminded Mama every time she asked that he could get higher rent by keeping the paying tenants in the cooler rooms downstairs.


My big sister’s temper matched the heat that July. Jean paced the house, as restless as the lynx that prowled its cage at the zoo, and about as moody, too. You could almost see the room get darker when she entered the door.


Jean, almost four years my senior, had finished school early. There wasn’t a top form one year, so the school board made it up by dividing the bright third years from the ones who weren’t so well off in that department. Jean acted as if she’d won a Nobel Prize or something, when all she’d done was show up and go where they told her. Still, if I’d been in that class, they would have left me in the third year, and Jean knew it. She bragged about moving up all the time. I guess I understood why. Sometimes, to survive Daddy’s meanness, we got along best by acting too big for our britches.


Jean’s secretarial school would start in two months. Lately Mama had begun making off-handed suggestions about Jean taking me for an outing. ‘You go off to be a secretary soon, Jean, and you won’t have time left to pal around with your sister,’ Mama would say as carefully as if she were tiptoeing on shattered glass. Even with that, Jean ignored me. She would slouch in the chair by the window and stare out with her arms crossed.


I guess my sister and I got along the way most sisters do. I always felt I was living in her shadow. She told me later how it bothered her that I was always nipping at her heels. I told her she was wrong – I was just always trying to catch up with her.


On the day of the penny, Jean had gone into another brood because Adele Middleton had invited her to spend the night with her family in an air-cooled room at the Ambassador Hotel but, as usual, Daddy had told her no. Daddy always said no to everything. Just because he was miserable, I don’t know why he thought he had to spread that around to the rest of us, too.


Even when my sister was brooding, Jean was everything I wasn’t: tall and willowy, with light brown hair and hazel eyes that flashed a hint of green. My hair looked like a fistful of spiral grass when I wrestled it into a ponytail. Jean’s hung straight down her back, as smooth as ribbon.


When she asked, ‘Why can’t I go?’ fear twisted in my throat the same way it did whenever Jean pushed it with Daddy. He would never change. And my sister seemed destined to be the one most willing to provoke his anger. I wanted to grab her and make her be quiet. But before I could, she blurted out, ‘Why not?’


My sister and I were many things to each other: sidekicks, rivals, accomplices, enemies. Some days we became an indecipherable muddle of all four. As I watched Jean stand up to Daddy, her bravery left me both aching with dread and reeling with love. I wanted to murder her for being so dim.


As Daddy ambled across the room towards her, his thick body moved with surprising agility. The anger in his pale green eyes looked as if it could bore holes through my sister. A hank of his sparse brown hair, which he tried to keep combed across his balding scalp, fell forward on to his forehead. His thin, unpleasant lips curled.


‘You talk back to me, girl, I’ll knock you across the room.’


‘Jean.’ I picked up the goldfish bowl from the coffee table as he advanced on her. ‘Don’t.’ I already knew it wouldn’t help at all to go and find Mama.


But Jean was too fiery for her own good. ‘You never let us do anything.’


And just like that, Daddy grabbed her by the hair with a hand as broad as a fence board and landed a stinging smack across her face. She staggered over the coffee table, trying to shield herself with her left arm, but Daddy’s punch to the stomach sent her sprawling to the floor. She landed hard on her rear. When she lifted her eyes to him, he said, ‘We don’t got money for places like the Ambassador Hotel and you know it. You stop wanting what you can’t pay for.’


Jean stared up at Daddy in hatred. I knew what she must be thinking by the flash in her eyes. Well, of course we’ve got money. You spend money all the time.


It was an invitation, I wanted to cry to him, but I didn’t dare. When people invite you to do something, they don’t intend you to pay.


The window fan did nothing but move the stifling air from one spot to another. Since the heat began, hardly any cars or people had been in sight, not even in Tower Grove Park. Sirens wailed out in the street. And Daddy kept right on going.


‘I’ll knock you down every time you glare at me like that. You hear me?’


It might have been the wrong thing to think, but I kept wondering if anything would come along that would knock him down.


‘Come on.’ Jean clutched my hand so tightly that the knobs of my knuckles crunched against each other. ‘Might not have enough for the Ambassador, but we do have enough for a picture show, Jenny.’ I knew she was using me to shield herself against Daddy, which made me feel a little important and terrified me all at the same time. I felt important because I was helping Jean. I was frightened because Daddy could just as well beat me up next. ‘Rear Window is playing.’


I tugged on Jean’s arm and tried to make her look at me, but she wouldn’t. If she met my eyes, one of us might have to admit that Daddy scared us. Nobody wanted to do that. It was safer to keep our minds filled with notions of Grace Kelly and Jimmy Stewart; we’d seen Rear Window twice already.


‘And you won’t be able to take your eyes off her glowing beauty,’ the voice-over on the trailer touted with bated breath. I’d seen it so many times, I had the words memorised. ‘She shares the heart and curiosity of James Stewart in this story of romance shadowed by the terror of a horrifying secret.’


The delicate, sophisticated actress on safari with Clark Gable, the pioneer bride who protected Gary Cooper in a shoot-out, didn’t seem all that remarkable to me. But the movies she played in about girls-winning-out pulled at my insides the way the moon tugs at the Mississippi.


It was Jean who copied everything about Grace Kelly, from the hair she pulled into the shape of a dinner roll at the nape of her neck, to the dark glasses that made her look glamorous and mysterious at the same time, to the scarf she wore, as billowy as a spring cloud, knotted beneath her chin. Jean drove me crazy, the way she let thoughts of Grace Kelly dominate her life. Sometimes I thought I’d go nuts if she didn’t stop talking about how Mr Kelly’s nickname for his daughter was Graciebird, or how her first commercial featured her spraying a can of insecticide around the room, or how, at the beginning, most directors she auditioned for found her too tall. I was sick to death of hearing the story of how, when Grace was a teenager, she stood on the front seat in a convertible and steered the car with her feet.


I was scrounging through my bag, looking for my purse, thinking how my sister drove me out of my wits because she couldn’t talk about anything besides Grace Kelly, when Jean came and dragged me down the narrow staircase. ‘Streetcar’s coming,’ she said as I squinted against aching splinters of light. But she needn’t have told me. The warning bell clanged as the door accordioned open and Jean shoved me up the steps. We lurched to the rear to buy tickets and fell into warm, hard seats. My sister crossed her legs at the knees, shoved her sunglasses up over her forehead and drew out a tube of Pond’s Ever-So-Red lipstick. She drew a neat circle around her mouth and blotted. When she snapped open her bag to return the lipstick, I caught the beginning of what Jean’s grown-up smell would be: a mixture of powder and faint-scented tissue and Emeraude cologne. The sweetness left my head aching and my stomach woozy.


When the trolley stopped in front of Woolworth’s and we got off, Jean hurried across the street ahead of me to join the ticket line. Even from this distance, I could see the angry red handprint Daddy left on her cheek. She would be getting away from us soon. I couldn’t breathe when I thought about Jean getting out of the house, going on to secretarial school.


‘What are you staring at?’ She plopped her hands on her hips. ‘Come on.’


Often when we were by ourselves at home, when Daddy was gone, when Mama was outside and I was aching to share confidences with my sister, I’d catch Jean staring at me as if she regretted knowing me. Maybe she didn’t much like the idea that, due to the inopportune occurrence of my birth, she was tied to me for life. At times she almost seemed okay with having a sister. At other times, she made it plain she didn’t like who her sister was. I couldn’t do much to make it change, other than wish she’d try to see me differently. Jean’s moods may have been a bother, I thought as we stood in the street outside the Fox Cinema, but I wanted to stay on her good side. She was all I had.


That’s when the streetcar clanged its bell and pulled away behind us.


That’s the very moment I first saw the penny.


And that’s the moment where this story really begins.


The penny lay tail-side-up on the ground, so dirty as to almost be invisible. Like I said, I wasn’t accustomed to picking up pennies at that point. A penny is such a little thing – it’s never been worth much. I stared at it, stepped over it and headed towards my sister waiting outside the cinema.


Then the noise of Grand Avenue went silent. Go back, something inside me insisted. Don’t miss this chance.


To this day I have to wonder: what if I’d stepped over that penny and left it where it was? Or what if I’d knelt on the ground and grabbed the penny the first time round without stopping to think, if Jean hadn’t turned towards me from the box office to holler, if she hadn’t bossed me (‘Okay, Jenny. Jenny, come on – don’t. That’s disgusting, picking things up in the street. You’re washing your hands before you’re getting anything from the snack bar!’), would everything have happened the same?


But I did walk past the penny at first. When something whispered, Pick it up, Jenny – little things make a big difference, my heart almost paused in my chest. And I knew it without a doubt. As surely as if someone well-trusted had whispered it in my ear.


This moment has something to do with your destiny.


It was only a matter of seconds before I went back. Seconds, I found out later, that would change everything.


The copper had melted its way clear into the asphalt. I bent over – I still see it in my mind’s eye – and used my fingernails to pry the hot coin out of the roadbed. I remember straightening up, the penny branding my palm right there in the middle of Grand Avenue. And that’s when the mystifying chain of events began.


It started simply enough when the Pevely Dairy van braked to keep from hitting me, which sent bottles, full and empty both, toppling sideways. A dozen or so dashed to the street and shattered with sharp cracks.


Glass flew. Daisies of milk splattered on the street. The door of the discount store opened, and a woman lugging her baby in a car seat stepped outside just as the last three bottles fell. ‘Oh my word,’ the woman said, swinging the car seat towards the building, shielding her child from what must have sounded like the Attack of the Killer Shards from Space. When she swung, she blindsided Bennett Mahaffey, who happened to be headed home with his favourite record, Elvis Presley’s ‘That’s All Right (Mama)’, tucked beneath his arm.


The blow struck Bennett hard enough to knock the record from its jacket. When the disc hit the pavement, it wobbled on its edge and headed downhill towards everybody queuing at the Fox box office.


Bennett took off after his record.


He wasn’t running exactly, because you can’t run after something that’s doing the platter thing – rolling in a complete circle, then a smaller circle, until it starts to clatter to the ground. He loped after it with his arms widespread and his knees bent, making a tentative grab every time it came close, as if ‘That’s All Right (Mama)’ could actually go wheeling around like that and not get a scratch on it.


Now here’s something about Miss Shaw that I didn’t know – I didn’t find it out until much later. Each Wednesday just after five in the evening, no matter whether it was snowing in St Louis or blowing up a gale or hot as a skillet, Miss Shaw rearranged her display windows. Shaw Jewellers stood two doors to the north of the cinema, its front door shaded by a green awning with silver letters, the awning’s scalloped edges lifting in the slight event of a breeze. Anyone who cared to watch could see Miss Shaw’s gloved hands working, removing a necklace here, a bracelet there, angling a set of earrings, pushing a ring closer to the centre.


Miss Shaw worked dutifully for some length of time, arranging gems, aligning chains, matching colours. Occasionally she would step out to gaze at the displays herself, tilting her head, assessing her artistry. Each time Miss Shaw stepped outside, she carried a polishing cloth in her pocket and necklaces draped across her gloves, often glancing to see if one of them would make the display more appealing.


On this particular day, Pete Mason happened to see Miss Shaw eyeing her windows from where he sat on a bench across the street. Indeed, he would say later, he had watched everything: the dairy van, the swinging of the car seat, the crowd buying tickets for the film show. He watched the stranger step off the curb, making a beeline for Miss Shaw. He watched the planned sleight of hand, the lifting of the necklaces from Miss Shaw’s glove, and the bolting for cover into the box-office crowd.


‘Hey!’ Miss Shaw cried, too surprised for anything else.


That’s how it happened that Pete Mason went into the crowd after the thief. That’s how it happened that Bennett Mahaffey, who delivered appliances after school for Stix, Bauer and Fuller and who was the size of a small fridge himself, made a successful grab for his record just as the fleeing looter, glancing back to gauge Pete’s distance, tripped over Bennett instead. Bennett let out an ‘oomph’ of breath that sounded like a tyre going flat. The looter somersaulted to the ground. Miss Shaw raced towards the Fox Cinema box office in her slender-heeled pumps. The man behind the window shouted, ‘Any more for Rear Window?’


‘These yours?’ Pete scooped up necklaces from where they’d flown to the pavement. He wiped them off with his monogrammed hanky.


‘They are.’ Miss Shaw held out a gloved hand. ‘Thank you so much.’ It all happened in front of me, unfolding like a dream, where nothing’s tied together but, in the end, the pieces make sense some way.


‘Did you see that?’ I ran to my sister’s side, knowing she must have noticed something.


‘What?’


‘The van.’ I pointed in the direction of the shattered bottles in the street. ‘Miss Shaw and her necklaces.’ I pointed in the opposite direction towards the green awning. I closed my fingers over the penny, which had cooled in my hand. A moment to define my destiny. That’s when I saw Pete Mason nod his head towards me. Miss Shaw glanced in my direction and shot a warm, curious smile.


‘Jenny Blake,’ Jean ordered, having missed the whole thing, ‘if you don’t come on, we’re going to miss the newsreels again.’ She sounded just as dour as always.





Chapter Two


Grace Kelly is in love with Jimmy Stewart when Rear Window starts. Jimmy Stewart, playing a photographer, is stuck in his apartment for eight weeks because he broke his leg – flying metal smacked him while he took shots of a car wreck at the race track. Jimmy’s got time to think about marrying Grace and he gets rankled over the stupidest things. She wears dresses worth a fortune, and he’s worried she won’t survive as she follows him from one far-removed photography shoot to another, living out of one lone suitcase and dining on native delicacies that include everything from snails to sour berries to snakes for dinner.


‘I wish I could be creative,’ Grace tells Jimmy.


‘Oh, sweetie, you are,’ Jimmy tells Grace. ‘You have a great talent for creating difficult situations.’


I balanced on the edge of my seat at the Fox that afternoon, penny in hand. I couldn’t stop thinking that Jimmy Stewart had got it backwards. He was the one who made everything difficult. I wanted to shout at him, Just give her a chance!


I perched on the edge of the chair, the stiff plush indenting my legs. The cool, dry air felt magnificent. When Jean passed the popcorn, I dug in and wadded a fistful into my mouth.


On screen, Jimmy spied on everybody through their windows and noticed when a woman disappeared. ‘This is murder!’ Jimmy insisted, only there wasn’t a body. The police said the woman had left early that morning by train.


In spite of how sick I was of hearing about Grace Kelly, I found myself rooting for her during this scene. She was the only one in the whole film who believed in him. My breath caught in my throat when Grace climbed the fire escape to search for evidence that would prove him right.


Grace swung her skirts so she could climb inside the murderer’s window and Jimmy realised, as he watched the murderer return to his apartment and apprehend her, that there was nothing he could do to help . . . and she mattered more than anything to him. I wondered how it must feel to have somebody believe in you the way Grace believed in Jimmy, when nobody else did.


When the lights came up in the Fox, and Jimmy and Grace had got together at last, we filed out, stunned and pleased again, shocked out of one storybook world and swept into another. The sun still smouldered in the sky, and walking from the cool darkness into the throbbing heat made me feel misplaced. Jean held her head at the same angle as the Lady Justice statue in front of the courthouse, her blue eyes pensive, her lips in a wry, slight smile, and I knew she pictured herself wearing those dresses, with hair in ripples like silk and a voice that sank lower to make everyone listen.


‘You’re not her,’ I said. ‘You’ll never be.’


Jean removed her tortoiseshell sunglasses from her bag. ‘I wasn’t thinking I was.’ She sent me a withering look and slid her dark shades up her nose.


Oh, for glasses just like my sister’s! I wanted to lace my statements with drama, too. ‘You want to come back tomorrow and watch again? I’ll come with you,’ I said to the clouds above.


Just as we were stepping off the pavement, the box-office man, flat round hat, gold double-breasted buttons, came running after us.


‘Hey!’


I glanced up at Jean, but she acted as if she didn’t hear him.


‘I think he’s talking to you.’ But Jean paid me no mind. ‘Maybe we left something.’ Jean checked her bag.


His shoes clattered on the pavement. ‘Hey! Wait a minute!’


I saw Jean touch her bruised cheek and leave her fingers there as if to hide it. ‘You mean us?’


‘You.’ Mr Box Office pointed at me.


Jean dropped her hand from her face. I jutted my head partridge-like in disbelief.


He looked at me with such intense admiration that I didn’t think I could bear it. I’d never had anybody look at me like that before.


‘I’ve been waiting to talk to you for the whole length of the film,’ he said. ‘Let me tell you, I stand in this box office all day watching folks go by, and I saw what happened out there. Does that happen to you often? I never saw anything like that before. You started off a whole string of events when you picked up that penny.’


So I hadn’t been the only one to notice it.


‘It was uncanny, don’t you think? Things like that just don’t happen all the time.’


I fingered the penny in my pocket, gloating that he would say this stuff in front of Jean. Maybe someday she’d have to admit that I occasionally knew what I was talking about.


‘I’ve been standing in front of this cinema for fifteen years and I’ve never seen a chain reaction like that before.’ He shrugged. ‘The Good Lord has a way of nudging me when I need to notice something. Let me tell you, I noticed that. You must be one special young lady.’


Nobody had ever called me ‘special’ or ‘young lady’ before. There was nothing special about me. I stood at average height, a little overweight, with curly hair I didn’t like and plain brown eyes that wouldn’t make anybody look twice. But at his words, I felt as if the world had tipped slightly beneath my feet. I straightened my back, stood a little taller. ‘My name’s Jenny Blake.’


‘Nice to meet you, Jenny Blake. I’m Mr Witt. You ever come back to the Fox, you ask for me, okay? I’ll take care of you with tickets.’


‘You’d do that?’


‘Sure, I would.’


Aside from the Good Lord nudging his heart, his compliments and offer of free tickets made me sceptical. I couldn’t accept he would offer me something purely out of kindness. ‘Why?’


‘At the end of it all, you helped Miss Shaw. There’s those of us on this street who place a lot of stock in things like that.’


‘You do?’


Jean was fumbling in her bag, searching for lipstick again. She snapped it shut with an exasperated humph. Here I was, having the moment of a lifetime, and I’ll bet all she wanted to do was get home and poke her nose into a Picture Play magazine again.


‘Absolutely, I do.’


I stared at him. ‘I don’t know what to say.’


That’s when he extended his hand to me. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Jenny Blake.’


I allowed him to grasp my hand, although I didn’t really grasp his back. ‘Thank you.’ And later I thought how I should have said, It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.


‘You don’t make yourself scarce around here, okay?’


‘I won’t make myself scarce,’ I assured him, daring my sister with my eyes to keep pretending that none of this mattered. ‘We come to see Grace Kelly movies all the time.’


He touched the edge of his hat as we boarded the streetcar. I couldn’t stop watching him from the window. The streetcar bell clanged and we started off and the last thing I saw as we rounded the corner was the glint of the gold buttons on his sleeve as Mr Box-Office Witt waved us goodbye.


 


The sun was a low, gold circle in the sky when we returned home, and our apartment was still sweltering. The aroma of frying mince and onion and ketchup seeped down the stairwell to meet us. Mama was making meatloaf for supper.


Jean had to set out the mashed potatoes the minute we entered the kitchen, and I had to bring the butter and the salt-and-pepper shakers and pour the milk into glasses. Mama worked with us in rapid, sharp movements to get the meal on the table, her apron knotted around a waist as slender as a dogwood limb.


We didn’t talk much during the meal. We dined to the hum of the oscillating fan in the corner, which lifted the edges of our napkins, and the persistent clink clink clink of Daddy stabbing peas off his plate with his fork.


I couldn’t get away until the dishes were washed and dried and Daddy turned on the television to watch The Milton Berle Show. I dug around inside Mama’s sewing drawer and found the perfect box. I flicked open the tiny catch, spit-shined the clear plastic lid. Once I’d emptied the box of pins and padded the bottom with a cotton ball, I scrubbed and polished the penny with Ivory soap and a flannel in the sink. Some of the grime came off and, with no small amount of pride, I saw I’d almost worked it to a gleam. I perched on the edge of my single bed, fingering the box, thinking, I don’t understand what happened today, but this penny had something to do with it.


I wondered what could be behind all those things happening in a row.


Mr Witt from the box office had said, ‘You must be one special young lady.’


I stared at myself in the mirror, dissatisfied with my unruly hair and my eyes the colour of the stale coffee Daddy always left at the bottom of his cup. I sat there for a long time, until Mama came up carrying a basketful of wet laundry and dropped it on the bed.


‘Where’s your sister?’


I slipped the box inside my pillowcase.


‘I’ve got an idea to help cool you off. Lie down.’


That’s the way it always was with Mama. She never would say anything straight on to Daddy, but she would try to make things better behind his back. She did things that let us know she felt for us even though she wouldn’t dare come over on our side. ‘It’s not the Ambassador Hotel, but –’ She held up one of my wet jumpers and laid it over the top of me. She followed with one of her slips on my bare legs, then a pair of cut-off jeans. ‘Better?’


Just last autumn, when Jean had begged Daddy to buy her final-year pictures, Daddy said no. He had never let us buy school pictures, he told her, so why start now? What good would it do to have so many little rectangle photos of us when nobody cared what we looked like anyway? Jean knew good and well she would’ve been hit if she’d spoken up. For all the times I ached for her to keep her mouth shut, this time I wished she would risk the bodily harm. If it had been me I would have shouted, I want something to swap, Daddy. If I don’t have pictures to swap for other pictures, I won’t remember what my friends look like.


Five days later Mama came to Jean’s room, slipped a Rexall Drug Store bag across the bedspread towards Jean, and out slid photo sheets – two dozen copies of my sister with shadows on her face, taken by a neighbour at the South St Louis Easter egg hunt last spring.


‘I wanted you to have these.’ Mama’s expectant air didn’t change as she waited to see what Jean would say. Jean stared at the photos, and I saw her throat working. The hope on Mama’s face was so set that it looked as if it had been chipped out of Missouri limestone.


I found the package just after Jean left school, without one photo missing, hidden beneath her tangle of suspenders and nylons.


‘What are you doing?’ Jean stood in the doorway now, staring at us with that look on her face that let me know she was expecting something. As if in answer, Mama plastered me with another jumper and a wet blouse. Here she was again, covering up Daddy’s contentiousness just as sure as she was covering up my arms and legs with soggy clothes.


The phone rang in the kitchen then, even though it was way too late for anybody to be getting a call. When Daddy answered and the person on the other end asked for somebody, that somebody was going to get it. Besides, any phone call wasn’t ordinary, and Daddy didn’t like out-of-the-ordinary things. We heard his heels strike the floor as he stood up. Mama yanked up two undershirts, a pair of boxers and my white cotton skirt. Jean looked sick; I could tell she figured the phone was for her.


‘Jenny?’


‘Yes, sir?’


‘You come and take this phone call, and then we’re going to have a talk with my belt.’


When I held the heavy receiver to my head, I couldn’t stop shivering. I leaned my ear into my shoulder and my voice scraped like a roller skate on paving stones.


‘Hello?’


‘Jenny?’ A woman’s voice. A gentle voice.


‘Yes?’


‘You came to the cinema this afternoon, didn’t you? There was a girl who stepped off a streetcar. She witnessed someone trying to steal from my store. Could that have been you?’


Miss Shaw. I knew it immediately.


‘It could have been.’ But that’s all I would say. Daddy was standing there, drumming his large fingers on the Formica counter, and I knew if this took much longer, he would rip the line out of the wall. He’d done that plenty of times when he’d disapproved of Jean talking.


‘It might have been.’


‘I wanted to thank you for being the person responsible for stopping the robbery at my store.’


‘But I didn’t do it.’


‘Pete Mason and Mr Witt said you did.’


I don’t know; it just didn’t feel right taking credit for this. But Miss Shaw’s voice was full of soft, warm light. I thought her voice was lovely – just listening to her made me feel good inside.


‘I wouldn’t have come to the cinema if not for my sister. Her name is Jean Blake. You could talk to her.’


Suddenly I discerned what sounded like uncertainty in her voice. ‘I don’t know if you –’


I waited, as uncertain as she must have been about where she planned to take this conversation. Why would Miss Shaw be calling me?


‘This may be a crazy question. But I kept asking myself all evening: How are you going to know if you don’t ask? I don’t know a thing about you, not really, but I was wondering – would you like a job in my store?’


I didn’t know a thing about her, either. Do you wear your white Sunday gloves all the time because you’re afraid to touch anything? That’s what I’d heard Mama say she’d really like to find out about Miss Shaw.


‘You want me to work in your store?’


‘Would you be available to work for me maybe two days a week at the jeweller’s?’


I’d twisted my thumb tight inside the coils of the phone cord. I yanked hard, couldn’t get it out. The idea of Miss Shaw offering such a thing made her immediately suspect. Why would a person who was practically a celebrity in St Louis pay me any mind at all? I’d never dreamed Miss Shaw would offer me a job.


Jean loved bragging about her occasional lucrative baby-sitting engagements. If I had a way to make money, too, maybe my sister would stop lording her superiority over me. If I had a way to make money, maybe I could get away from this place.


But no way would Daddy let me do this.


‘I might be very interested,’ I said with the most grown-up voice I could muster.


‘Would you come next Tuesday? We could try it out.’


My ear felt as if I had shoved it up inside my head. As I un-tangled my thumb from the phone cord, I saw Daddy eyeing me. I wasn’t at all ready for the ‘talk with his belt’ that he’d warned me about.


‘You got yourself a job?’ Daddy had already unbuckled his belt and whipped it from the loops. He held it ready, folded inside one hand like leather reins.


I tried to nod, but I was frozen with fear.


But this time he couldn’t have surprised me more. ‘That’s fine by me. You make your own money, that’s less I have to do to take care of you.’


‘Okay,’ I said in a breathless whisper, halfway to Miss Shaw on the line and halfway to the man who was threading his belt through the loops again. ‘Okay.’


I hurried to the bedroom to tell Mama and Jean what had happened with Miss Shaw. There they were together on the bed, clammy and laughing, plastered with wet jeans and Mama’s blouses and an assortment of Daddy’s T-shirts. I plopped lengthwise across the mattress beside them and added one of Mama’s skirts to my chest, wanting to be a part of their laughter as the clothes warmed to our skin.


‘You with a job?’ Mama ran her hand through curls that had once been the same colour as spun honey, but which had now faded to the yellow-grey of dried hay. She examined me pointedly. ‘What’s your daddy going to think about that?’


‘He said it’s okay. He said he doesn’t want to take care of me anyway.’


Jean propped her head on her fingers as if she was posing for a movie poster and I was the camera. She rolled her eyes.


I thought, I wish you’d go away to secretarial school this very minute. It wouldn’t make any difference to me.


After Mama peeled the wet things off and carted the laundry basket downstairs, I watched out of the window as she hung clothes in the moonlit yard, her fingers trailing the line as she clipped blouses together by the hems, their arms reaching for the ground. Here I am with a chance to try my luck on something new, I thought as I watched Mama outside, and neither Mama nor Jean thinks it’s anything out of the ordinary. That can be a way of living, I guess. When nobody notices things you think are special, you start wondering if maybe it’s you who isn’t seeing things right.


But I had found a special penny, Daddy hadn’t been too mean today, I’d been singled out for free movie tickets, and I’d got a job, all in a matter of hours. I looked out of the window at the heavy blue arms on Mama’s wet blouses, dangling outside downstairs in the moonlight. Those arms reaching for the ground reminded me of me. Seemed as if I was always reaching like those arms, too, without knowing exactly what I was aiming for.





Chapter Three


All my life has been shaped by other people’s hands. Daddy slapping me, Mama never hugging me, Jean pointing a finger of criticism at me . . . I believe when you look closely at a person’s hands, they help you figure out who a person is on the inside. Jean’s slender, unmarred fingers with her nails filed into the shapes of crescent moons, they tell me that if something looks imperfect or frightening, Jean doesn’t like to see it. Mama’s cuticles peeled raw and the empty finger where her wedding ring should have been if Daddy had ever seen fit to buy her one, they tell me that she keeps her unease inside and that she’s long ago given up expecting anything. Daddy’s broad, calloused palms, his swollen knuckles, they tell me he uses the flat of his hand to get what he wants and that he hangs on hard to things he thinks ought to be his.


And there are my own hands. A miniature version of Daddy’s – stubby fingers shaped more or less like his – but I know in my heart I am not like him. What clues do they tell everybody about me? That these are the hands of a girl who feels something unnamed waiting inside to get out, something bigger than she can hold? A girl who keeps hearing in her head that she might be asked to do something great in the world someday? A girl who has a deep desire to use her hands to help other people, but she can’t see how that would ever happen?


Our house on Wyoming Street sat uphill from the curb, the roots from the maple tree threatening to buckle the pavement. I felt a strange blend of dread and resolve every time I slid my hand up the wrought-iron railing that edged the steps and climbed steeply to the porch. The windows in the front were the prettiest things, rounded at their tops, with red bricks fanning out from the glass like eyelashes. In between the windows stood two doors, the right door leading up to a landing and our five-room apartment, the other leading to the families who lived below.


Often at night my daddy would stand outside on our front steps and take stock of the constellations burning overhead, his thick hands, his stiff palms, flexing at his sides. From my bedroom window upstairs, I could see a moving red glow as he drew on his cigarette, the double-barrelled flow of smoke as he exhaled through his nose, the glint of moonlight on the metal eyelets of his boots. He seemed small from where I stood then, his eyes as sad and sharp as a rodent’s, and I marvelled that someone like my daddy, who loomed so large and dangerous in my life, could appear undersized and exposed.
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