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Indian Corn




It stinks of piss in the room. Sharla Cody breathes it in, thinking it’s a sweet stink. Reminds her of the little white flowers Mum Addy planted instead of grass on the square out front of her trailer. They keep coming up, those little flowers, year after year. Sharla likes the notion of seeing them each spring, like an expected but unreliable guest.


Sharla forgets the name of that piss-stink flower. Alyssum, Mum Addy had told her, and said though it was not technically a perennial it would surely come back, and it did. Mum Addy said that’s nature. Some flowers self-seed and that’s just what is. Only a fool would take the time to wonder about what is.


Once Sharla made a bride’s bouquet out of the white flowers. Mum Addy shook a yellowed curtain from her mending bin and fastened it to Sharla’s hair with wooden clothespins. They walked down the mud lane like Sharla was the princess bride and Mum Addy was the lady holding her train, doing that step then stop, step then stop, like brides do. Mum Addy sang some pretty love song Sharla never heard before or since.


At five years old Sharla still pissed the bed when she got lonely. Mum Addy’d cluck her tongue but never smack her. Both of them half asleep, she’d wipe down Sharla’s parts with a scratchy wet rag that used to be a brown sock, then she’d take her back down the skinny hall to her own musky bed to sleep the rest of the night.


Mum Addy wasn’t Sharla’s Mum. She wasn’t even a relation. She was an old, cigarette-smoking colored lady from the mud lane of the Lakeview trailer park, twenty miles outside of Chatham, Ontario. Sharla was sent to live with the old woman when Emilio moved in with her real Mum, Collette. Emilio said if Sharla gave him a thimble more grief he’d set her fat ass on the stove. After that, Collette walked over to the mud lane and started knocking on doors. At the third place she tried, old Addy Shadd said she’d take the child in if Collette would give her a few dollars for food and such.


They never did get to the Kmart for new summer sandals like Collette had promised. Collette stuffed a white plastic bag with Sharla’s bunched-up shorts and a couple of tops, a too-small swimsuit, and the pajamas with the kitten on it. Collette said, “Mothers send their kids to camp, don’t they? And boarding school if they got the money. No difference, so.”


“Yeah, but it ain’t camp,” her neighbor friend Krystal said.


“I could give a shit, Krystal. Anyways, it’s only till September and Emilio’s car accident money runs out.”


Sharla knew her numbers, so there was no good reason why Collette had to walk her all the way over to Addy Shadd’s. If she wasn’t retarded, though Emilio suspected she was, she’d find number four on the mud lane. Besides, Emilio couldn’t wait to fuck Collette on that green velveteen La-Z-Boy in the living room without worrying Sharla’d walk in on them again.


Collette lived off welfare and whatever boyfriend. You’d guess her about seventeen if you didn’t know she was twenty-two. She was shapely, with creamy white skin, dyed blond hair, and rare-colored eyes that men said things about sincerely. She fucked Emilio good after she found out how much he’d be getting from the settlement. Emilio knew he’d be gone when his money was gone. He didn’t care. Just looking at her mouth made him throb.


When it was time to leave for Addy Shadd’s, Emilio hustled Sharla out the door. “Have fun swinging with them porch monkeys.”


Sharla was confused because she hadn’t been told there’d be monkeys. Collette waved, whispering sad things about sending off her baby girl. Emilio patted her shoulder and pretended he didn’t think she was full of shit.


In spite of the name of the place, there was no view of Lake Erie from the trailer park. And in spite of the claims, no way you could see across the lake to Cleveland on the American side, even on the clearest of days. Addy Shadd had settled at the trailer park in the late fifties because it was as close to the water as she could get on the money she had. She thought it’d just be a temporary address, but after twenty years at the park she accepted that she’d never have a real lake view.


The weather’d been dry. Sun baked the mud lane where Mum Addy and most of the other colored people lived and formed it into rivulets of hard earth. Hurt to walk on in bare feet and no good for a bicycle tire. Between the evenly spaced white and silver trailers, tomato and cucumber plants got ready to choke up cages of rusty chicken wire. On most of the squares in front there were old wood chairs and dented trashcans, a patch of crabgrass or nothing. But Mum Addy grew those tiny, white, piss-smelling flowers on her square and felt the better for beautifying her neighborhood.


Sharla was squatting on her haunches, picking up kernels of hard Indian corn from a pile near a shabby trailer somewhere on the way to Addy Shadd’s. She knew she was stealing the makings of some child’s necklace because each red or purple or golden kernel already had a neat hole in the middle from a needle pierce. She wanted the kernels and meant to make her own pretty necklace, maybe for Collette.


As Sharla pinched the corn gems out of the dust and dropped them into her white plastic bag, she imagined her necklace and how it’d be admired. She saw the shadow, but not soon enough. The foot caught her in the small of her back and drove her into the ground. She turned around to see who’d kicked her, blocking the sun with her hand. “What, Fawn?”


Fawn Trochaud was seven years old and lived with her Aunt Krystal in the trailer across from Sharla and Collette. Fawn had curly yellow hair and cloud white skin and big blue eyes like a picture-Bible angel. Sharla knew the Indian corn didn’t belong to Fawn. She also knew it didn’t matter.


Sharla got up, clutching the white plastic bag, watching Fawn. She didn’t dare speak. Fawn took a step closer, kicking dust at Sharla with her dog-chewed flip-flops. Sharla flinched, thinking Fawn meant to hit her. But Fawn didn’t strike again. She just ripped the plastic bag from Sharla’s clutches and ran away.


A couple of bored mutts started a fight on the road. Sharla watched them, thinking she’d feel better and know what to do next if she could cry. But Sharla didn’t cry, ever, and she had no sense of why.


Collette knew why. It happened when Sharla was almost two years old. She’d been an early walker but didn’t get out of her crib much so she’d lost her head start. She had a few words: Mummy, bottle, stinky, lighter, juice. Collette’s boyfriend at the time, Wally, was a huge man with shoulders so wide he had to duck and go sideways to fit through the trailer door. Sharla recalled him coming into her tiny baby room, filling it up like water in a glass, with his yeasty breath and cigarette hair.


It was a late fall day, smelling of McIntosh apples and maple-leaf fire. Baby Sharla shuffled to the back of the crib, grinding the nipple of her empty bottle with her tiny white teeth. Wally’d come to get something from the room. He stumbled in, in all his bigness, and banged his shin hard on the edge of the old crib. He screamed, Jesus Fuck, Collette!, raised his leg and kicked the rickety crib like he wanted to send it through the wall.


Little Sharla’d been steadying herself with her hand on the edge of the crib, and when Wally kicked it, her chubby brown fingers got slammed between the crib and the wall. Collette came in, fierce about the noise and the screaming. “Shit, Wally! You fucking asshole! Why’d you get her going?!”


“I never laid a finger! I never fucking touched her!”


Collette threw a “Shh” Sharla’s way and pushed Wally out of the room, banging the door shut behind her.


Baby Sharla screamed and tried to pull her mashed fingers out from between the wall and the crib. She used her words. “Mummy. Hand. Mummy. Hand. Mummy. Mummy! Mummy! Mum-my!”


Collette only came back into the room to yell, “Shut up! Shut up and go to sleep!”


An hour passed while Sharla cried. She puked up sour milk and Chef Boyardee supper, chewed the rubber nipple off her empty bottle and cried some more. The sound of the television in the living room went up, then off. There was no sound, then a click-click and banging metal noise. Baby Sharla knew her mother and Wally’d gone out the door and there was no one left to hear her. She stopped crying then and never did again for a long, long time.


After a while, Sharla’s fingers went numb. The quiet made her sleepy. She wanted to sink down into her sour, puked-on blanket but she couldn’t sink down because of her hand being jammed, so she rested her forehead on the soft part of her arm and closed her puffy eyes.


In the morning, Collette was sick from too much Southern Comfort, grateful that Sharla was quiet and letting her sleep in. Around noon she thought she better go check though because her daughter had never slept that late before. Baby Sharla was standing up in the crib, her head turned to the window, runny shit spilling out the edges of her diaper. She acted like she didn’t hear her mother open the door. Collette knew Sharla was mad about last night and going to be a brat all day to make her pay for it.


The smell in the room made Collette gag, then she saw the puke on the blankets and decided Sharla was going to get a smack so she’d learn. Collette reached into the crib with her fingernails. She took Sharla by the armpits to lift her out but she was stuck. That’s when Collette saw the arm, purple and blue up to the elbow, the smashed fingers swollen like sausages. Collette said, “Shit,” and pulled the crib from the wall. Sharla didn’t move her hand. She couldn’t. Collette said, “Shit” again and called for Wally.


Wally was gone forever the next day. Collette took care to change the bandage on Sharla’s hand and let her have a bottle whenever she wanted. She let her out of her crib more too, with Wally gone and being lonely for company. Collette even brought Sharla a present — a fat, mewling, orange and white kitten from the box under Krystal’s porch. Collette called the kitten Trixie and thought of getting her fixed but never did. Sharla fell on Trixie twice the first day, pulled her tail and fed her Cracker Jacks. Trixie learned early to make herself scarce.


When a few weeks passed and Sharla could pick up a banana with the mashed fingers, Collette felt satisfied she was healed and that was the end of it. They never saw much of Trixie, though the bowls of cat food kept disappearing. Collette was sorry she brought the cat home at all, because now she had to put up with Trixie’s heat screaming in the middle of the night and all the Toms squirting on her broken screen door.




And so Sharla stood now in the hot sun somewhere on the way to the stranger Addy Shadd’s, wishing she could cry and that someone would tell her what to do. There was no point in going after Fawn and the white plastic bag. The only thing she missed out of it was the Indian corn anyway. But she felt funny showing up at Addy Shadd’s without her bag of summer clothes and didn’t want to be asked questions about why Collette would send her empty-handed.


Sharla started walking toward the mud lane hoping some idea would jump in her head, and when she saw some ladies’ clothes hanging from a clothesline, one did. Sharla could hear the TV on in the trailer beside the clothesline so she snuck over quietly and pulled off three things fast — a pair of big underpants, a shiny triangle-print blouse, and a blue-flower housedress with square pockets on the front.


There was something churning in Sharla’s stomach. Maybe it was her shame at stealing the clothes, maybe it was because she was getting closer to Addy Shadd’s trailer, or maybe it was that she hadn’t had any breakfast. Sharla made a bundle out of the ladies’ clothes and squinted at the sun. She kicked up dust to amuse herself but wished she hadn’t because of the way it stuck to her damp shins. Her shoes made scuffa scuffa sounds as she went along.


Except for the fact it wasn’t paved, the mud lane was pretty much like the rest of the park, lined with white and silver trailers, most permanent, some ready to hitch and go. Little space to play or have a catch except the road. Cars, some better, some worse, parked everywhere. Sharla started at the bottom of the lane, looking up at the numbers, knowing that twenty-eight was a lot bigger than four. Up ahead, she could see two colored children she knew. Nedda was the girl and Lionel Chase was the boy.


Nedda looked up at Sharla and smalled her eyes. “What do you want?”


Sharla clutched the clothes in her hands and said, “Hi, Lionel.”


Lionel looked up and said nothing. Lionel Chase hardly ever said anything and Sharla liked him best of all the children in the trailer park. He had eyelashes nearly as long as Fawn’s, and his lips smiled even when he wasn’t happy or thinking something’s funny.


Sharla pointed at the bouquet of yellow dandelions in Nedda’s hand and said, “Know what?”


Nedda sneered. “What?”


“Know how you can tell if you like your butter?”


Nedda was curious. “How?”


“You put a dandelion here, under your chin, and if it shines yellow, you like your butter. If it don’t shine nothing you like your margereen.”


Nedda put the dandelion under her chin and turned to Lionel, asking in a furry purry way, “Do I like my butter?”


Lionel didn’t say anything. Nedda shrugged and dropped the dandelion bouquet, dragging Lionel Chase away from Sharla Cody.


Her stomach was empty and her legs were achy, so Sharla thought she better sit on the big pink rock out front of the slick silver trailer no one lived in. Sharla liked to sit on the pink rock when she came down the mud lane. It was shaped like a catcher’s mitt and her bum felt good nestled against the hot smooth stone. She could sit there all day if nobody chased her off.


She might have fallen asleep because of the sun and the smooth pink rock. Maybe she didn’t sleep at all and she’d only blinked, but she thought the sun had moved in the sky and she felt shivery when she opened her eyes and saw Lionel Chase standing there with his long lashes and smiling lips. Lionel looked different though, a big welt on the side of his head like he’d recently got a smack. He turned to look up the road, and Sharla looked too.


There was a big old colored lady moving toward them, huffing and wheezing and smoking and blowing. Addy Shadd, Sharla said in her head. Lionel stood in front of Sharla, both of them watching the lady get closer and closer, no one saying anything till the lady reached the pink rock.


Sharla looked up and smiled but the lady didn’t smile back. Instead she reached down, yanked the clothes bundle away with one hand and raised the other to give Sharla a slap. The little girl cowered. Lionel said just one thing: “Don’t.”


The big smoking lady put her hand down. Then just like that she started back down the lane with the clothes, blowing her smoke and shaking her head.


Sharla looked at Lionel, but before she could ask, “That Addy Shadd?” he turned and walked away.


Sharla was afraid. What if Addy Shadd was going to tell Emilio and Collette that no little clothes thief was going to live with her now or ever? She ran, fast as her splayed legs would allow, all the way back to Collette’s trailer. She didn’t know what to do when she got there though. Hide, was all she could think.


Sharla crouched in the trash shed behind the trailer, waving fat black flies off the rusty pail beside her. There was a broken chair that came from the kitchen set, some old bushel baskets for apples in the fall, a busted-up suitcase, and a push lawnmower she never saw get used before. Sharla kept the shed door open a crack so she could see if Addy Shadd was gonna come smoking down the road and go tell Collette what she’d done.


Careful and quiet, Sharla opened the metal door a little more, to see better and to let out the garbage smell. She could hear Emilio fart inside the trailer and a more distant sound of Collette banging pots and dishes. She jolted when she heard Emilio shout, “Fucking thing! You fucking cocksmoking thing!” He kicked something hard. Whatever it was he kicked, she hoped he broke his toe.


After a while Sharla knew it must be suppertime because she started to smell fried bologna and potatoes and orange cheese from Kraft Dinner. She thought of her last meal, the end of the groceries so they just had cream of mushroom soup from a can. She wished she had a little of that gluey soup now. The push lawnmower was digging into her back. Sharla moved the thing away, leaned up against the garbage can, and shut her eyes.


When she woke up it was night and quiet. At first Sharla didn’t know where she was. She knew she’d had a bad dream but she didn’t know she’d missed a storm, thunder and lightning but hardly any rain, that took out the power at the trailer park. The moon shone full and silvery through the cracked-open door and fell on the garbage pail. That’s when Sharla realized she was still in the shed.


It was just a little red boot, but when she saw it in the moonlight, stuck between the bushel baskets and the broken chair, Sharla felt like laughing. She hadn’t seen the boot there before, and to see something in the dark that you didn’t see in the light was magic. She picked up the rubber boot and held it like a doll while she looked around for its mate. There was no second red boot to be found, but that didn’t matter because Sharla’s feet were too big now and she couldn’t wear them anyway. She pulled out the busted-up suitcase, opened it, and put the boot inside. The little red boot gave her courage. She opened the shed door and stepped into the night. Emilio’s big gray van was gone from the driveway but it was just as well if he and Collette were out. Sharla’d already decided she couldn’t ask to come home.


She knew it had rained. She could smell the dampness in the air, and as she dragged her suitcase with the red boot down the mud lane, her feet sank a little and there was no dust left to kick up on her shins. There was no television sound and no radio sound and no lights in any of the trailers. It made Sharla feel like she was in a dream. She wondered if she’d wake up and still be smelling garbage in the shed.


She was counting the trailer numbers in her head, number seven, number six, number five, and right then a breeze snuck up behind her and she smelled that sweet piss smell. She didn’t know it was the little white flowers. She thought it was a dog, or maybe a trailer tank was broken because that happened sometimes. She even put her fingers to her own parts to see if she’d pissed herself and just didn’t know it.


The moon pushed aside a cloud and it was suddenly so bright it might have been day if it weren’t night. The moonglow pointed out Addy Shadd’s long white trailer, number four, and the prim square of white flowers in front. Sharla looked at the trailer, hoping it was real.


There were three metal mesh steps up to the door, and Sharla could see them clearly in the bright night. She parked her suitcase on the ground and counted as she climbed, one, two, three. She put her ear up against the door. There was no sound at all. Sharla’d been told never to knock when a grown-up was sleeping, so she settled on the top mesh step, thinking how it’d mark a pattern on her thighs. She looked at the night sky and breathed in the piss smell she was already starting to feel fond of. She noticed the trailer beside, smaller than this one with torn sheets for curtains and a rusty old stove outside that kids kept plastic toys inside.


That old stove made her think of Emilio and the first time he came to the trailer. It was only a few months ago, Easter Sunday, but it seemed longer. The groundhog had lied because there was enough snow on the ground to make an angel and more flakes coming down. Collette was mad because her new shoes were white sandals and she’d taken the time to paint her toenails with the Reckless Red polish her friend Krystal scoffed for her at the drugstore.


Collette washed her hair with fruity shampoo, painted stripes of pink on her cheeks, and drew blue on her eyelids. Sharla thought her mother looked like a clown but didn’t say so. She watched Collette pull on her soft purple sweater with the wide-open neck. Her mother said, “Fuck Fuck Fuck,” when she squeezed into the blue jeans she used to wear before she had Sharla.


Krystal Trochaud came over from across the road to see how Collette looked. Krystal liked to be the boss and acted more like Collette’s mother than her friend. She’d had a baby of her own last year but it died in the night. She called it “my crib death baby” and didn’t seem as sad as you might expect.


Krystal looked Collette up and down as she puffed a Kool. “Them jeans give you camel toe.”


Collette looked between her legs at the way the seam split her pussy lips like a cloven hoof and knew what Krystal meant. She went to change into a different pair, but put on her new sandals because they were just going to stay in the house all day anyway. Her heels went click-clickety-click on the linoleum.


Sharla was watching TV and eating chocolate malt balls shaped like Easter eggs. Krystal sat down beside her on the couch. She said, “Emilio’s got a good job. Got a van too. Wouldn’t that make a difference for getting groceries and whatever?”


Sharla pressed a malt ball to the roof of her mouth.


“You better be nice to him, Sharla. Your butt’s gonna be at foster care if Collette loses this trailer.”


Sharla didn’t want to be at foster care, so she sat up straight on the couch and stopped eating the malt balls, deciding she should give the rest to Collette’s new boyfriend with the van.


The inside part of the oven was on and that was unusual because Collette mostly used the burners. It made the trailer hot, and when Sharla complained, Collette set her teeth and said, “Go put your fucking shorts on then.”


Emilio was late. The trailer got hotter and hotter. Whatever was inside the oven was still pink. Sharla’d never seen it before but it smelled good, like something cooked in one of the red brick houses in Chatham. Sharla hoped they wouldn’t have to wait till dark to eat the meat because the only thing in her stomach were a few chocolate malt balls.


There was no knock at the door. It scared Sharla when Emilio just walked right in and stood on the mat looking at her like she shouldn’t be there. Emilio wasn’t short but neither did he have to duck to get in the door. His head was shiny black waves and his face was a good one with round dark eyes and a not-too-big nose and thick red lips you might see on a pretty girl. Sharla liked the look of him, but he didn’t like the look of her and she knew it.


Sharla made room for him on the sofa, and when he sat down, she gave him what was left of her malt balls, only four or five melty ones because she’d gotten so hungry waiting. Emilio looked in the bag and scratched his head, and he didn’t say thank you or wasn’t that thoughtful. He called, “Collette?! Hey, Collette, you know your kid’s out here dressed like an idiot? There’s snow on the ground and she’s in goddamned summer shorts!”


When Collette came down the hall, Emilio got up off the couch. There was a mean look on his face but Collette didn’t look scared. She kissed his mouth and said she was glad he was getting to know Sharla a little. Emilio and Collette kept on kissing, and when Emilio’s tongue wormed out between his lips, Sharla turned away.


All the sudden, after waiting all day, that pink meat was coming out of the oven and set on the table with nothing else. Sharla was hungry. “We gonna eat?”


Collette’s cheeks were red under the pink stripes. She hardly looked at her daughter. “Have a little ham to tide you over. We’ll be back in a bit.”


Sharla watched Emilio go down the long hall to Collette’s bedroom and waited till the door closed. She turned the channel on the television, wishing for cartoons but there was only sports and news. She sat down at the table and tore at the ham with her fingers, loving the sweet burnt taste of it.




Sharla didn’t know how long she’d been sitting there on Addy Shadd’s step when the metal door screeched open behind her. She held her breath. She couldn’t see any person in the trailer, but a voice came through the screen, deep as a man’s and like she’d just swallowed pudding.


“You Sharla Cody?” was all the voice said before it opened the screen door to let her in. Sharla rose, but her legs buckled because of sitting so still and quiet for so long. She felt queasy, but the feeling eased up when she stepped inside.


The trailer was dark, but warm and thick with some smell Sharla didn’t know. Sharla heard the sound of a match being struck and then there was a flame on a candle and a big shadow on the wall. The candle was set on the table and a chair dragged across the floor. The lady who sat down in the chair was not the one whose clothes she’d stolen from the line, and Sharla felt relieved.


Addy Shadd leaned her face toward the light and lit a long slim cigarette on the candle, saying, “You don’t look atall like your Mama.”


“I got a Dad. He just don’t live with us” was all Sharla could think to respond.


The old lady crooked her finger at a chair across from her and said, “Sit down, Honey,” in that thick pudding voice. Sharla took the chair and stared.


Addy Shadd’s skin was the color of root beer, so wrinkled and stretched it looked like there was enough of it to cover two people. Her hair was sparkly white and unpinned to make a halo around her long face. On each side of that halo was the well of her ears, which were not just enormous, but stuck out from her head like wings. Her eyes were hooded and rheumy. Her nose was broad, with round nostrils that made flute sounds when she breathed out. The lines around her lips puckered like a bum when she smoked her cigarette.


Sharla liked the looks of Addy Shadd and thought how no one ever called her Honey before. She felt like she’d like to pat down Addy Shadd’s sparkly white hair. She felt like she’d like to kiss Addy Shadd’s pucker bum mouth and to sit in her skinny lap and bury her nose in the folds of her neck.


Addy Shadd took a long puff and blew the words out with the smoke. “Where you been, Honey?”


Sharla was puzzled by the question because Addy Shadd had just seen her sitting on the top step of the porch. Maybe the question was a trick. Sharla knew about tricks and getting smacked for the wrong answer. “Out there on the porch?”


Addy Shadd couldn’t tell if Sharla was sassing but suspected she was so she didn’t say Honey this time. “Where you been before that?”


Sharla recalled slowly. “The shed?”


“You suppose to come this afternoon.”


“I know.”


“I figured you’d be coming along tomorrow. I’d have called if I had a telephone.”


“We don’t got no telephone too.”


“That right?”


Sharla nodded. “We’re getting it back though.”


“Where’s your Mama?”


Sharla shrugged. “In Emilio’s van?”


“Who brung you here?”


“She said I could go by myself.”


“All by yourself?”


“I know my numbers.”


“That may be, but I never knew a Mama to send a child out in the middle of the night like that, did I?”


Sharla didn’t answer because she didn’t know what all Addy Shadd knew of mothers and their children. The old woman brought her cigarette to her mouth but a wracking cough stopped her from sucking on it.


Sharla allowed her eyes to leave the candle glow on the face of Addy Shadd and roam around the trailer. The walls were paneled in gray barn board and there were pictures here and there but she couldn’t make them out in the dim light. There was a skinny hallway, not as long as Collette’s, that led to a bathroom and back bedroom. The living room was up front, the kitchen in the middle, and that was about it.


On the shelf that separated the kitchen from the living room, there was a collection of salt’n’pepper shakers — cornstalks and green apples and red lobsters and entwined dolphins and Mounted Police and dancing ladies and pairs of everything under the sun. Sharla noticed the pullout couch with a big soft pillow and blue plaid blanket. She said out loud with a marvel Addy Shadd didn’t quite catch, “I’m gonna live here.”


“Did your Mama give you the envelope?”


Sharla thought of what Collette put inside the white plastic bag. “I don’t think so.”


“You’re suppose to have an envelope for me.”


“I don’t have no envelope.”


Addy Shadd suspected she was being played and didn’t care for that, especially not at half past midnight when she’d waited and worried and wondered all day. She was not at all sure she wanted this fat sassy child living in her home.


“Well, you was suppose to bring an envelope with money for your food and your whatnot.”


Sharla shrugged and tried to recall if Collette put a money envelope in that white plastic bag, and if she did, Fawn Trochaud was rich.


Addy Shadd coiled her lips around her cigarette. “Where’s your things, Child?”


“What things?”


Addy Shadd’s patience was used up. “Your things. Your things. Don’t you have no suitcase, Miss Sassafrass?”


Sharla felt sick again. It took a full minute for her to remember she left her suitcase outside. She stood up and started out the door but came right back because she had to know, “You gonna let me back in though?”


Addy Shadd truly did not know what to make of this child and decided she was either simple or strange. Then she supposed simple or strange was all right as long as she wasn’t sassy. She stood at the door and watched Sharla in the moonlight.


The child was school age, five or six. Addy couldn’t quite recall what that white trash mother told her when she came knocking on her door just a few days ago. Collette sat down in the chair, crossed her pretty legs, folded her arms under her substantial bosom, and told Addy Shadd all about herself and her foreigner boyfriend but little about the child she wished to lodge. She said her boyfriend had been busted up in a car accident and needed time to recover. She said, “I just can’t have Sharla around making noise all day when alls Emilio needs to do is sleep.”


Looking at the young woman sitting across from her, Addy had a sudden, staggering recollection of her own youth. She remembered her own pretty legs and ample bosom and the certain way she’d walk to show herself off. How long had it been, she wondered, since she’d been admired, or done the admiring herself? “I understand,” Addy’d said about Collette’s situation, though she was naturally suspicious of the woman and her intentions.


Collette said, “I can give you a hundred dollars for two summer months. That’s my baby bonus plus. Emilio’s got his rugby Sundays so I can take her then, but not overnight.”


“Rugby? How can your man play rugby if he’s all busted up?”


Collette fumbled, “Oh. Yeah. Well, he’s just scorekeeping now. Anyways, it’s just till Sharla starts school and I promise she won’t bother you. Give her a bag of chips and send her outside.”


All Addy Shadd could think is what kind of Mama asks a stranger to take care of her own baby girl? Collette knew what she was thinking, and she put her eyes on the floor. “I don’t have family to go to or I would. My Mum died when I was nine years old and last time I saw my Dad he got the hose out after me, so.”


“Why’d he get the hose out after you?”


“Him and Delia said I stole twenty dollars from the flour jar, which I did not.”


“Mmm-hmm.”


Collette glanced at her watch and knew Emilio was waiting to go look for packing boxes. “I could probably find another fifteen dollars being there’s still a few days left in June. I was hoping to move her over just as soon as you say. I could probably find another twenty.”


Addy Shadd had already decided to take the child, and though it’s true she could use the money, mostly she saw the child as a gift. She was seventy years old and had been alone for decades. She liked the idea of having a sweet little thing running in and out of her trailer.


But, Addy Shadd thought looking at her now, Sharla Cody was no sweet little thing. She was tall for her age with a funny shape to her. Her fat legs touched at the top and splayed out at her feet. She had a big rolly stomach and shorter-than-usual arms that stuck out instead of hanging from her shoulders. Her heavy head was propped up by a short thick neck, and her small eyes hid in a cave of lid and cheek. There was no sign of sweetness whatever in her expression. The one thing you might say was cute on Sharla was her nose, a little round button set just right over her plush crooked lips.


Collette never mentioned to Addy Shadd what Sharla looked like and it never occurred to her to ask. Collette also never mentioned that Sharla was mixed, but there was no question her Daddy was colored. Sharla’s caramel skin didn’t come from Collette, and neither did her tight coils of black hair. Addy Shadd knew firsthand about half-and-half children.


Sharla got her suitcase from where she parked it on the ground, and Addy Shadd watched her turn around in the moonlight and start back up the stairs. Sharla swayed on her legs. She had bubbles of sweat on her lip and was feeling all the hotter because she just came in from a breeze. She set the suitcase down and it fell over on its side. “Shit.”


Addy Shadd felt her smacking hand itch. “Didn’t your Mama teach you not to cuss?”


Sharla shook her head but it made her feel dizzy and confused.


The old woman pointed at the suitcase. “Open it up, Child. Likely your Mama put my envelope in there.”


Sharla shook her head. “There ain’t no envelope in there.”


Addy Shadd got serious. “If you did something with that money and you are lying to me now, you’re going straight back to your Mama and that boyfriend of hers and I won’t never think of you again. You understand?”


Sharla said nothing, so Addy Shadd lifted the suitcase up to the table, unbuckled the strap and opened it up. She looked at the red rubber boot and she looked at Sharla and back at the boot. Collette Cody was either simple or just dog mean.


“That’s all she sent you with? That’s all you brung? One dirty old red boot?”


Sharla was much too tired to explain about the white plastic bag and the clothesline and the smoking lady. She hadn’t eaten a thing all day and she could feel her kneecaps shifting on her leg bones. She looked at Addy Shadd’s foggy eyes in the candlelight and opened her mouth to speak, but she must have blown the candle out because everything went dark.


Addy Shadd didn’t have the quickness in her old body to catch the little girl before she fell unconscious and hit her head on the salt’n’pepper shaker shelf. She cursed Collette for knocking on her door and cursed herself for thinking a stranger’s child could bring her anything but grief. She nearly cursed Sharla too, but when she saw the little girl’s head was bleeding, she winched herself up on her lean old legs.


It was just a habit that Addy Shadd flipped the switch in the tiny bathroom, but when the light came on she realized the power was back and it felt like a miracle. She grabbed a soft, embroidered hand towel from under the sink, then opened the medicine cabinet and found a box of bandages and the orange iodine.


Back in the kitchen the old woman turned on the light and saw that her Mountie pepper shaker, her wheatsheaf salt, and her dolphin pair were all broken on the ground near Sharla’s head. She got to her knees, took Sharla’s little brown hand, and was relieved to find a strong steady pulse.


Addy Shadd guided the big head of springy curls onto her own narrow lap, not caring about the blood on her thin nightdress. She tunneled through the thick coils with her nicotine fingers and stopped when she found a goose egg. There was a gash on the swell, small but deep. She held the edge of her good towel there until the bleeding stopped, then she dabbed some orange iodine and tried to cover it with a medium-size bandage that wouldn’t stick.


Addy Shadd stayed on the floor, absently stroking Sharla’s soft cheek. She thought of her whole long life and all the times she’d seen a person go unconscious and tried to remember what all got done for them. She recalled when her brother Leam got kicked in the head by that ugly horse on Mr. Kenny’s farm in Rusholme. He slept two days straight then woke up smelling asparagus, which wasn’t even in season. She recalled when she fell out of the apple tree in the backyard and lost her sense of words for a full day. She also recalled, though she wished she hadn’t, what happened at the river with Chester Monk. She quickly pushed Chester Monk and Rusholme from her mind and focused on the child.


Sharla’s wound wasn’t too serious but she shouldn’t be moved, was the conclusion Addy came to. The other conclusion was that she was taking Sharla Cody back to her mother in the morning. She’d been crazy to accept responsibility for the child, and she could see now it would never work.


Addy Shadd rose again, and with all the up and down tonight, she was glad she’d gotten the winter rust out of her bones working her little garden out back and tending her white flowers in the square out front. She gathered up the blue plaid blanket and the soft pillow from the pullout couch and brought them to where Sharla lay still and quiet on the kitchen floor. She tucked the pillow under Sharla’s head and put the blanket over her.


As Addy Shadd was set to rise, Sharla opened her eyes. “Mum?”


“Shh. Close your eyes now.”


“It’s hot.”


“I know. Close your eyes, Honey.”


“Smells like Ivory soap.”


“Shh now, Honey. Shh.”


Sharla looked at the old woman directly. “I wish you was my Mum.”


“You got a Mama, little girl.”


“You could be my Mum though. Mum.” Sharla closed her eyes, and because it felt good rolling off her sleepy tongue, said it once more, “Mum.”


Addy Shadd cleaned the broken china pieces from beside Sharla’s slumbering head. When she was finished, the old woman pushed herself up and sat down in a hardback kitchen chair. She watched the big little girl sleeping on the floor, and though she knew she might regret it, she allowed her thoughts to return to Rusholme.


 






Rusholme




There were mostly colored families in Rusholme when Adelaide Shadd was a young girl. The town had been settled entirely by colored people, fugitive slaves from the United States, in the mid-1800s. In the red brick schoolhouse on King Street, they taught their children the rare history of the land and how it came to be theirs. It was told to each generation, like a storybook legend, how the Good Lord came to an American man, a white reverend called Mills. The Lord spoke to him in his sleep, telling him to rise with the sun and set his fourteen slaves free. The Reverend Mills understood the word of the Lord and he rose and set the people free. But to further atone for his grave sins against them, the Lord said deliver those people to the North, from the hateful and ignorant, to a land that shall be theirs.


Like all the children of Rusholme, Addy Shadd learned about Reverend Mills, who brought those fourteen and more across the border to freedom in Canada. She learned that after enduring a long winter and much hardship, they found the land by the lake. She was taught how Reverend Mills disregarded the people in neighboring Chatham who said it was wrong and organized the many who knew it was right. How they set aside a tract of ten thousand acres and sold it to the colored settlers for whatever they could pay. She imagined how the land had been, thick with woods of oak and hickory and maple and ash, and how her people cleared the trees, revealed the dark soil, and became tillers of their own rich earth.


Those first people of Rusholme felt like they were born to the place and knew it was a better world than the one they’d left. In Chatham and other nearby towns such as Dresden, Amherstburg, and Shrewsbury, there were a thousand fugitive slaves and more coming North every day on the Underground Railroad. The railroad was not one of steel rails and wood ties, but a series of routes on which the slaves could find safe places to hide, and men and women to conduct them.


The slaves escaped their captors at night, guided by the stars, hiding in the southern swamps and bayous, then farther north in the forests and waterways, helped by the Quakers and other friends of freedom, hunted by federal marshals, bounty seekers, and mad dogs. There were no maps. The fugitives passed information by mouth, in stories and in song.


Rusholme was a terminus on the Underground Railroad. The town rejoiced when men found freedom, grieved when they perished, and worried when they were expected but had not yet arrived. All of Rusholme suspected, when Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin appeared in 1852, that Uncle Tom was really one of the Railroad’s most famous conductors, Josiah Henson, and his cabin really that shack in the woods in neighboring Dresden. Reverend Henson had published his autobiography years earlier and believed it was the inspiration for Stowe’s novel. His fame spread, and when the Reverend was sent to England to see Queen Victoria, Rusholme celebrated. It was quite a thing for a black man to meet the Queen.


Generations later, when Adelaide Shadd was a girl in the early 1920s, Josiah Henson and the Underground Railroad were but a memory and booze-toting bootleggers ruled the day. Rusholme was clear-cut and you could see all the way to the clean blue lake. Larger and grander farms flanked the smaller original ones, a few owned by white farmers, but still mostly colored. A new network of roads conveyed the freshly spawned black Ford trucks and autos through the township, and the Libby’s canning factory in neighboring Chatham was expanding to meet the bounty of the land.


Addy’s father, Wallace Shadd, got a good position in construction on the Libby’s factory site that paid him more money in one week than he made in two weeks being handyman for Theodore Bishop. Wallace hadn’t liked his former employer much, even though, or maybe because, Bishop was the richest black man in Rusholme. Addy and her brother, L’il Leam, didn’t have to work in the fields that summer because of Wallace doing so well, but their mother, Laisa, said “idle hands,” and wrung her own, imagining what mischief her near-grown children might be getting up to in a long hot summer.


Addy and L’il Leam, who’d complained bitterly about the farmwork last summer, begged to return to Mr. Kenny’s fields in spite of the family not needing the money. Mr. Kenny was a fat white man with a twisted red nose and a farm nearly big as Teddy Bishop’s. Addy and L’il Leam couldn’t remember a summer they didn’t work Mr. Kenny’s fields and though neither thought of him in a fatherly way, they did think of his farm as a second home.


Laisa liked to have the little house on Fowell Street to herself anyway and was relieved her children cared to work. Wallace said though he’d have to approve how they spent it, Addy and L’il Leam could keep whatever money they earned and not put it in the family coffer. Addy dreamed of a wool coat for winter and a gold-filled hat-pin from the Sears catalogue. L’il Leam dreamed of Birdie Brown.


The winter’d been long and Addy was eager to return to the fields with the spicy smelling foreign ladies and the whole gang of boys and men from last year. They’d start on asparagus, then do peas, strawberries, tomatoes, and corn. In between the picking there were horses and pigs and chickens to tend and all of it done under the good blazing sun.


Addy loved to feel her bones and muscles as she bent and stretched over the neat green rows. She’d hitch the back of her long cotton skirt through her legs and tuck it up into the front. She did that for ease of movement and to let the smooth skin of her calves enjoy the glances of the men beside her in the field. She was aware the men admired her strength and speed and how she could fill baskets all day and never resort to sitting on her behind and dragging it through the dirt like some of the foreign ladies did. But the real reason she chose the field this year, and she’d confess it to him soon enough, was to be near Chester Monk.


At fifteen years old Addy was womanly, with full breasts, a smallish waist, and a high round behind. Laisa noted unhappily that Addy’d grown the curves over winter and knew, because she was a mother and a woman, that her daughter would be thinking thoughts this spring. The time had come to sit her down and Laisa wrung her hands at the thought of it.


It was a gray May afternoon and they’d had an unpleasant walk back from church. Addy’d been dreamy and vacant during the service and never joined in with but one hymn. Laisa scolded her daughter for her posture and propriety, and Addy felt wicked for hating her mother on a Sunday.


Laisa found Addy on the back porch of their tidy brick home and forgot to bring the walnut squares she’d made as a gesture of forgiveness. She ensured they were out of earshot of her father and brother before she took one of Addy’s strong working hands and said, “I’m gonna give you a gift and it’s the truth, and the kind only comes from a Mama that loves you.”


Laisa took a long breath, wishing her voice were softer. “You ain’t no beauty, Adelaide Shadd, and it’s just as well to know that now. You got stick-out ears and hood eyes, and a long face like your Daddy and go ask yourself if he a looker.”


Addy didn’t want her mother’s gift. She pulled her hand away and itched to run when she realized there was more.


“I see the way the men put eyes on your behind and don’t get a smirk, Little Girl, because I see the way you move that behind to keep them eyes looking.”


Addy felt thrilled and shamed by the talk and fixed her sight on a black squirrel sniffing around the apple tree at the far end of the yard.


“You know you got the holes betwix your legs, and you know what they for because we talk about that when your blood come. But Addy, look at me, you move that behind the way you do and you just asking for the men to go digging your hole. ’Specially them white boys ’cause they think you think they best. You understand?”


Addy hated her mother and thought she was mean to talk about her stick-out ears and un-Christian to speak of her holes on a Sunday. She watched the squirrel drag itself up the apple tree like it was still hungry but tired of looking.


“If you get a man go sticking hisself there, you know you can get a baby outta that. You understand? I ask if you understand me, Daughter?”


“Yes, Ma’am.”


“Yes, Ma’am. And I’m here to tell you, that you ain’t got the beauty of a girl like Beatrice Brown and no boy’s gonna fall in love and take you for his wife just because you got a baby from him. You understand that?”


“Yes, Ma’am.”


“And if you don’t listen to the truth I’m telling you, and if you go lifting up your skirt for some boy, do not bring no baby back here to this good home of ours.”


Addy had no intention of bringing a baby home, and she thought she’d like to strike her mother and run away forever for the suggestion. She barely whispered, “I hate you.”


Laisa’s eyebrows lifted her lips to her nose. “I do beg your pardon?”


Addy said nothing and was surprised she didn’t get a pinch.


“Now you get, and think on what I said. And Adelaide, Child, look at me, don’t never say a mean thing against your own Mama because you bring the Lord’s vengeance down on your head and I can’t save you from that.”


By trying not to think on what Laisa told her, Addy could not think on much else. Only one thing could distract her mind and that was a glimpse of Chester Monk. Didn’t matter if he had a shovel full of horseshit and a hard face from the stink, or if he was laughing in that throaty way and wiping the field dust off a big red berry before taking it in his teeth. Addy thought if anyone could see beauty in her hood eyes and stick-out ears, it was Chester Monk. She knew if she got a baby outta that with him, he’d walk her down the long church aisle and promise to be her man forever and a day.


Chester Monk had been in Rusholme three summers and before that Addy didn’t know. He had smooth brown skin, a fine square head and thick strong neck. His black pupils floated in oval ponds shaded by curled-up lashes. His mouth was wide with straight white teeth. He smiled well and often, teased all the girls equal, and said he didn’t love only one. Addy knew he just meant to be kind, but thought it was wrong in the end, to give the others false hope.


Chester was only sixteen years old but he was already bigger than most men and twice the size of L’il Leam, who’d been sickly and near passed as a child. Leam would never grow to proper size and that’s why he got the Little in front of his name. Sometimes, when the farmhands were finished and stretched out on the soft grass near Mr. Kenny’s barn, L’il Leam’d get an old horse blanket and climb up on the huge shoulders of Chester Monk. They’d fix that big blanket so you couldn’t see Chester’s head and make it look like L’il Leam was some funny giant with thin stick arms and thick strong legs. They’d laugh to sore stomachs and say do it again, do it again, when Chester Monk complained it’s too hot and get off now.


Chester Monk was nowhere near done growing. It was speculated he might get as tall as Big Zach Heron, the oldest of the farmhands and a boyhood friend of Wallace Shadd. So far Mr. Heron was the biggest man, colored or white, in the whole lake region, and that was proven in the contest at the Harvest Fair last year. Heron was a man who could be counted on, and L’il Leam admired him above all others. He was still Wallace Shadd’s closest friend. He had a tiny, frightened wife called Isobel, and he liked to whistle a tune when he walked.


On the third Sunday in June, all of Rusholme was gathering for the annual Strawberry Supper. They’d be having the picnic on the church lawn after service since the Lord was good and there was no rain in sight. The winter’d been bitter with a short, sharp spring and the berries were not large and luscious like last year but small and hard and densely sweet. They spread the tables with white lace cloth from home and laid them with platters of roasted meats and fish and fowl, and bread and pickled eggs and the end of the root vegetables they put up last fall. There was a whole table just for the berries, tarts and pies and cakes and jams, and bowls and bowls of them just simple, hulled, with sugar.


The lake wasn’t warm enough for swimming yet, but the young people could cross the road to splash their feet as long as a few stern adults went along to keep an eye. The Pastor’d preach about temptation because of how the boys and girls’d be mixing around the campfire later on. The adults knew all about those strokes stolen behind the flames and no one wanted to see an impropriety done on Strawberry Sunday.


Addy had felt sick all morning. She thought it to be excitement because of the church supper. She’d nearly brought up her breakfast when she went to take the pie from the oven and the smell got up her nose. She asked L’il Leam to do it for her so she didn’t risk the ruin of her new Sunday dress. Her older brother didn’t balk at using an oven cloth and touching a pie plate like some boys would. He set the pie by the window to cool and knew that Addy wanted Chester Monk to have a slice of it and admire her touch with the pastry.


L’il Leam had his own heart set on the day. He was in love with Birdie Brown and even though she was the most beautiful girl in Rusholme, it was Leam she chose to love, because he was special and didn’t know it. She was small like him, and they came eye to eye with each other when her Mama wasn’t around and they had the chance, and he the courage, to have a word.


They shared a kiss when the snow melted in April and it lingered still on L’il Leam’s lips. He’d been fixing his bicycle out back of the schoolhouse and Birdie’d come around the corner expressly to find him. She bent down, watching him through the wheel. “L’il Leam?”


“Why, hello, Beatrice Brown.”


She pooched her lips and squinched her nose and L’il Leam thought that was the sweetest face and the only reason he called her Beatrice at all.


“Don’t call me Beatrice, Leam. I don’t like Beatrice and I told you so before.”


He acted contrite. “I’m sorry, Birdie.”


She leaned in and pressed her face through the spokes. “I ate maple sugar. Smell it?”


L’il Leam could smell the maple. He could also smell her hair and neck and the perfume of her young girl skin. He nodded and swallowed and didn’t know what to do about the closeness of her pretty face.


Birdie leaned in further. Quick as a hummer and light as its feather, she brushed her cold mouth against his. “Taste it?”


L’il Leam could taste the maple sugar, and her soft mouth and smooth skin and wanted her to do it again, but he worried she might see how quick his pecker had sprung up in his trousers and be afraid of that. “You better get on now, Birdie.”


Birdie smiled prettily and stood, swinging the top half of herself on the hinge of her hips. “Mama told me I get Aunt Aeline’s dishes that come from London England and that’s got a serving platter and a soup tureen.”


L’il Leam nodded and Birdie Brown skipped off.


Birdie was Addy’s age and that was one year younger than Leam and Chester. All the girls of fifteen were best friends and the best reason was there were only four of them. There was Addy and Birdie and the twins, Josephine and Camille Bishop. Josephine and Camille were soft girls, fat and spoiled, and couldn’t have stood the labor of the fields even if their Daddy did think it fit work for a young woman.


The twins’ Daddy, Theodore Bishop, had the biggest house and fanciest suits and a sleek new motor car he took over on the ferry to Detroit every other day. When Wallace left his employ, Addy heard her father say that Teddy Bishop was running bootleg whiskey for the Purple Gang out of Detroit. Laisa clucked her tongue. “Let us thank the Lord the good folks of this town don’t take that devil’s juice.”


When Laisa said that, Wallace and Addy knew she meant the colored folks because Mr. Kenny was known to take whiskey every night including Sunday. And nearly all the French folks in the region liked to take bourbon and gin and whatever else they could get their hands on. The truth was, even Addy tried a taste of some burning amber fluid behind the barn with L’il Leam and the rest of the farmhands last summer. Everyone knew it had been brought there by Zach Heron. And Addy knew it was devil’s juice, not the sun, that made her father’s eyes shine after a day out fishing with the big man. If her mother ever found out, she’d have to wring her hands right off.


The four girls spread out a blanket under the big willow near the church graveyard, distant from the food tables and chittering children and worn-out women in their fresh spring hats. The girls caught a breeze from the east and with it the scent of Dillon’s pig farm. Camille and Josephine made hostile faces at a trio of seagulls looking for charity. The girls knew better than to offer so much as a peach pit to a begging bird because no one needed a whole flock swooping down and spoiling the lawn.


On the grass nearby, L’il Leam was doing handstands. Birdie knew Leam was showing off for her and made sure he could tell she was impressed. When Leam finally toppled over, it was his friend Jonas Johnson’s turn. Jonas was short like Leam, but pear-shaped and heavy and when he tried to stand on his hands he fell forward onto his face. Leam didn’t laugh when his friend fell and that impressed Birdie most of all.


Addy didn’t mean to stare, but sometimes she felt green about Birdie Brown’s heart-shaped face and lay-back ears and wide almond eyes. She’d catch Chester Monk looking Birdie’s way and imagine he thought of lifting that pretty girl up and pressing his lips on her little round mouth. Addy was comforted to know that Birdie loved L’il Leam. Her friend had long ago confessed she thought a man as big as Chester might well crush a girl to death.


Addy was lost in Birdie’s profile, and they were under the willow so there was no shadow when Chester Monk appeared. He startled Addy when he leaned against the tree and bit into one of Isobel Heron’s berry tarts. He wasn’t much of a talker and hardly looked Addy’s way in the field, but she knew how he felt like she knew her own name. Addy wondered if Chester’d yet sampled her pie and was sure L’il Leam would’ve pointed it out. She could count on her brother for such things as that.


Josephine and Camille were lost in their peas and butter, fretting about seconds on the stewed rhubarb before it all went to the Pastor’s cousins. Addy dared to glance up at silent Chester leaning against the tree. She liked the way his Adam’s apple rose and fell when he swallowed. She smiled to herself when his tongue found the berry lost on the ledge of his lip. She let her gaze drop further and noted that his church trousers were much too small this year and stretched tight over the lump between his legs. She was a proper young lady, but Addy felt a surge nonetheless.


Even though it was Sunday and she knew it was a sin, Addy encouraged her thoughts to roam. She imagined herself pressed against the willow, lips parted and ready to be swallowed up by Chester Monk’s. She imagined his big hands creeping up from her waist, daring to touch her breasts through her new Sunday dress. She imagined leaning against him, feeling his body, his hot breath on her neck. Addy glanced at the sky briefly, hoping God was too busy to see what she was thinking.


She was still lost in her imaginings when Chester tossed his final bite of berry tart out to the gulls. The trio snapped and flapped around the morsel as all four girls looked up. Chester Monk shrugged like he didn’t know what he’d done wrong and Birdie said he’d be reckoned with if the flock appeared now and they had to move from under the willow. Chester dropped down on the blanket next to Addy and acted like he hadn’t meant for his arm to brush hers. He tilted his head at Birdie Brown. “Your Sunday dress is pretty, Birdie.”


“Thank you, Chester.”


He glanced at Addy. “Yours is too, Adelaide. Ain’t from last year.”


Addy smoothed the folds of her dress. “No, Chester, this here’s from the catalogue bought new for today.”


Chester Monk nodded and released a willow leaf snared in the hair on his arm. “Good day for the supper, wouldn’t you girls say?”


The other girls stayed quiet and pretended not to be holding their breath. Addy nodded. “Yes it is. It’s a very good day. Last year we had that storm.”


Chester Monk nodded and was silent again. Addy stole a glimpse of his face and thought how one day they would lay naked and unashamed in their marriage bed and she would confess her wicked thoughts about him on this Strawberry Sunday. She wanted to ask him if he’d sampled her pie and was thinking how to phrase it right, when Chester took a deep breath and said, “Would you care to go for a stroll, Camille?”


The girls’ jaws came unhinged all at once. Camille knew about Addy’s plans for Chester but she nodded just the same, letting him take her hand and heft her to her feet.


As they walked out from under the willow, Camille looped her arm through Chester’s and flashed her collection of long white teeth. She didn’t look away, even when it was clear that Chester had his sights fixed on her father, Teddy, in the distance, with his black calf boot set up on the runner of his shiny new automobile.


Birdie grasped Addy’s arm. Addy didn’t cry but neither did she smile bravely. Josephine shook her head from side to side and said, “My sister’s been thieving my possessions all my life and my Daddy never did believe me and now look she’s thieving Addy Shadd’s man.” She crammed a boiled egg in her mouth and secretly wondered why Chester chose her twin and not her.


“Never mind about Chester.” Birdie whispered softly, “There’s better and more deserving boys in Rusholme. He’d never be sincere to just one girl and he’s much too big anyway. Much too big.”


Addy felt stung. “I never saw him look sideways at Camille before. Never.”


Birdie cupped her hands and whispered into Addy’s ear, “We could follow them and see what.”


Josephine squinted at both girls. When neither looked her way, she shrugged and headed off to the lake. Addy wanted to go home. Birdie said she’d go too and they could both have a good cry. Though Addy did want Birdie’s company, she thought it’d be a good deed to tell her to stay.


Laisa didn’t like the look of Addy and felt her forehead and cheeks with the back of her hand. It could be fever, but it could just be excitement and if she wanted to go home and lay herself down that was fine with Laisa if it was fine with Wallace. If she could locate her father, that is.


“We’ll be singing hymns around the fire come evening if you feel well enough to come back,” Laisa told her.


Addy found her father out near the cornfield with Big Zach Heron and a couple of other men. They were snickering over some bawdy joke of Mr. Heron’s, Addy knew, because she’d heard a few of the same jokes and the same snickers around the farm. Wallace didn’t feel her forehead and cheeks. His eyes were a certain brand of shiny, and he hadn’t heard Addy or just wasn’t listening because he said, “Sure. Go on and have yourself a good time, Daughter.”


Home was less than a mile from the church. Addy walked slowly, her head hung low, hoping she’d been noticed and pitied. But all of Rusholme was at the supper and she passed no one on the road. She was damp and dusty by the time she got home, so she peeled off her pretty Sunday dress and draped it over the chair behind the head of her bed.


Addy pulled her cotton nightdress over her naked body and lay flat on the narrow bed. She folded her arms over her chest and pictured herself stone dead and how it would be when they found her in the morning. She thought how Chester’d feel sorry he missed the chance to sample her soft lips. How her Mama’d think she was so very beautiful and did not in fact resemble Wallace one bit. And how her Daddy’d feel guilty he never paid her much mind, and now it was too late. Then Addy realized her thoughts were sins and she’d already committed a lifetime’s worth today. She watched the sheer white curtain wave back and forth at her window.


It didn’t matter what picture she conjured up, it’d fog over and whip itself back into Chester Monk. She could see Chester under the shade of that willow by the graveyard, doing all the things to Camille Bishop that Addy wished he’d do to her. That made her want to cry and touch between her legs all at once and she knew truly she was going to Hell.


Chester Monk had no honest affection for Camille Bishop, and Addy knew that in her heart. But Camille’s father was wealthy and powerful and she could understand why a young man might care to be in his favor. It occurred to Addy that maybe the stroll was nothing more than a way to get Teddy Bishop’s attention. The thought of that made Addy hopeful and she resolved to give Chester a second chance when she saw him in the field the next day.


The white curtain in the window began to flutter and flap. The breeze became wind and the birds warbled warnings to their kin. Addy hoped they’d have a mean June storm and vengeance would rain down but hard on Camille Bishop’s head. She turned her long face into the soft pillow and forced herself to cry a little longer before she fell into a deep sleep.


Some time later Addy woke groggy and confused with the feeling that someone had shaken her. It was dark in the room and must not have rained after all because there was no sense of it in the air. She could hear the voices of those gathered around the church fire rising splendidly into the night, swept up by the breeze and into her bedroom window. There was some foul yeasty smell that snuck in behind the singing, but Addy didn’t think much of it, except to notice. She listened to the hymn for a time, then joined in because she knew the words and enjoyed the vibration of song in her throat.


A voice came from the chair behind her bed. “Pretty,” it said, and scared the devil out of her.


Addy had but a second to turn and recognize Zach Heron rising up from the chair like a giant and no time to scream before he pounced on her and crushed her body with the enormous weight of his own. The giant held one huge salty hand over her mouth and nose. With the other hand he lifted her nightdress and wrenched her legs apart. He hissed and grunted and stabbed at her thighs. Addy thought, as she struggled for air, that he meant to kill her at one end or the other. He found her spot and jammed himself inside it. The pain was white and scalding. Her teeth tried to clamp down on his palm but she bit her own tongue and tasted blood. He dug her deep, breathing his whiskey breath into her ear, humming, “Honey, Honey, Honey, Honey, Honey, Honey, Honey.” He shivered and shuddered and stopped.


Addy was taken by surprise when it was finished, much as when it began. The huge man removed his hand from her bloody mouth, pulled himself to standing, hitched up his trousers and stumbled from the room and the house, whistling some friendly tune, like it was just another day.


The faithful in the churchyard took up another hymn and their voices rose in harmony to praise the Lord, who Addy knew had already turned away.


It was a struggle to get her breath back at all and she could coax only a shallow in and out from her lungs that whole long night. She lay stiff and shivering, her hands crossed over her breasts, having resumed the death pose unaware. She heard the church singing stop and knew they’d be dousing the fire with buckets of water from the lake. She thought of the steam smoke gilding the moon.


Addy didn’t stir when she heard her family return. When the door to her bedroom creaked open and her mother whispered, “Are you awake, Daughter? Are you all right?” Addy heard a tiny voice rush up from her throat to answer, “Yes, Mama. G’night.”


The blood had soaked clean through the thin cotton mattress and left a pea size spot on the floor beneath the bed. Wallace was confounded at having to replace the thing and said Addy could use the money she’d earned from Kenny’s or sleep on the stain, he didn’t care which. Laisa didn’t tell her husband the linen was ruined too. She hid the sheet in her scrap chest and would find a good use for it someday.


Laisa bled heavy like that when she was young too. You couldn’t blame a woman if her cycle came early, especially when the woman was only fifteen years old and it happened in her sleep. Besides, Addy looked so sickly when Laisa went to rouse her for work Monday morning she felt nothing but tenderness and was hardly annoyed about the bed. It put her in mind of when L’il Leam nearly passed and made her wring her hands.


Addy didn’t go to work at the Kenny farm that morning and never would again. She bled spots for three days and stayed in the house or yard after that. She only said a few words to her mother and L’il Leam and found a way not to speak to her father at all. She didn’t believe Wallace had known or allowed what happened, but she felt betrayed by him all the same.


Though she knew the doctor’d say melancholy and prescribe castor oil and sunshine, Laisa thought they should have him come around anyway. Wallace thought it was a poor idea to indulge any female too much, and he’d already noticed a weakness for emotion in his daughter’s character and didn’t like it. Wallace said though it was true a woman’s balance went off every month, it always came back and Addy’s would too.


Laisa didn’t think so. It seemed to her that Addy was so mad or sad she’d like to wring her own neck. She wasn’t eating but a little bread each meal and could have been taken for consumptive. Laisa doubted by the look of her eyes that Addy was sleeping much either. If she’d known about Addy’s affection for Chester Monk, Laisa might have suspected it was love sickness. But she would never believe, even if she was told it outright, the true thing that had crushed her daughter.


Birdie and Josephine came around at first but Addy would pretend she was asleep or pick up some neglected sewing and beg her Mama to send them away. Camille stayed away altogether, feeling responsible for Addy’s grief. She wanted Josephine to tell Addy that Chester Monk only took her for a stroll to ask was it true her father was looking for a few men to expand his business? And was it true he’d pay twice what Mr. Kenny would? And if so, could she walk him on over there to her Daddy’s shiny new auto and introduce him as a friend?


Addy was rocking quietly in a chair set back from the window, feeling hot and parched and suddenly hungry, hungrier than she’d felt in some time. The hunger alone lifted her spirit, and she wondered if she might come back to herself after all. She wondered if she might eat a biscuit, or a chicken leg, or one of the blood ripe tomatoes L’il Leam brought home from the farm, and feel altogether different.


And for the hundredth time since Strawberry Sunday, Addy thought of Chester Monk. She thought of him in the field, having stripped the shirt from his strong brown back, bending over the tomato plants, working in a steady rhythm to fill the bushel baskets. She imagined him rising to full height, maybe he’d grown even taller over the summer, stretching out and biting into a tomato like it was an apple. She thought how he’d wipe the juice off his chin with the back of his hand, if he cared about it at all. The idea of Chester Monk made her smile, surprised she remembered how.


Addy rocked and rocked and soon a pleasant hum rose up to tease her tongue. Though she could never forgive him his trespass, maybe she could take the memory of Mr. Heron and what he’d done to her in those few wrong moments, put them in a boat and sail that boat out to the middle of the lake. Maybe she could imagine it all happened to someone else, and maybe it did, because she was nowhere near the same girl now. Maybe to help her put it out of her mind, she’d ask L’il Leam if Chester was well and how he was finding the fields this summer. Was the corn high? Was the lake warm? Did it look like the pumpkins would be early or late?


When finally Addy did ask her brother about Chester Monk, she was unprepared for his response. “Chester’s gone, Addy. He’s over in Sandwich bootlegging for Teddy Bishop.” Leam had added darkly, “I wouldn’t count on him coming back.”


Her legs had seized upon hearing the news. Her tongue too. She stood, numb and dumb, watching her brother watch her. Was it possible she’d been wrong about Chester? Could it be he hadn’t loved her after all? If she could be wrong about something she felt so certain, how could she ever trust her judgment again?


When it was clear to Leam that Addy had no reply to the subject of Chester Monk, he hefted a bushel basket of tomatoes up to the table and suggested she clean a few for supper. Addy was glad of the chore until the tomatoes reminded her of the season, and she was overcome by the sudden and terrifying awareness that it had been six weeks since strawberries and more than that since she last bled from her cycle.




At first she thought to starve herself and maybe it wouldn’t sprout. But by the time the apples bent their branches, and the north wind claimed the night, there was a gentle swell to her stomach and her nipples were big as saucers. Addy knew there’d be a child before the trilliums poked up in the ditch, and it horrified her that, being Mr. Heron’s child, it might grow gigantic in her womb.


Once Addy started eating she could not stop. Though her daughter’s spirit was still dull, Laisa was relieved to see Addy finish a third corncob and reach for a fourth on one ordinary Tuesday. And she was reassured when her daughter’s interest in baking was revived. Addy even let Birdie Brown come around for a visit to show her the new books they’d been learning from in school. Addy politely inquired about the Bishop twins and Birdie thought it an honor to have such a pure saint as a best friend.


Wallace had never concerned himself much about Addy, and though he didn’t notice she hadn’t said a word directly to him since June, he did notice he was coming home to warm apple or pumpkin pie each night, and quietly thought his daughter a finer baker than his wife.


It was L’il Leam who changed the course of all their lives. L’il Leam had suspected that Addy’s hunger for corncobs and pumpkin pies was more than just good appetite. And though it was not proper for a brother to do, he’d studied her changing body mindfully. He was distracted from his schoolbooks in the morning as he envisioned the complicated web of events, and his rage simmered afternoons at the farm. By evening he was puzzled all over again, sure he could not be right in his thinking.


After he saw Addy consider her reflection in the window and move her hands in a circle over her swollen belly, L’il Leam screwed up his courage and asked Mr. Heron if he could have a word when the day’s work was done.


When the sun fell, Big Zach Heron brought a pint of bourbon down to the cold barn, feeling very sorry indeed. He took several long pulls on the bottle and blew steam out his nostrils as he strode from one end of the barn to the other. At last he stopped, having set his sights on an old broken manger. He let the alcohol numb his throat as he considered the manger. It was the right size, Leam being such a small boy, and could be covered easily with a few seed bags or some hay.


Zach Heron took another drink and another walk around the barn to ensure the manger was well hidden from all angles. He’d find a reason to send one of the boys back there in a week or so if the smell didn’t alert anyone sooner, or an animal didn’t get there first. He thought forward to how he’d hang his head and shake it when he got told the news.


L’il Leam showed up with his hands in his pockets and a look on his face. Zach Heron asked did he want to sit down and L’il Leam said no. He asked did he want a belt of bourbon and L’il Leam said yes. Leam gulped twice before handing back the bottle.


Zach Heron had his actions fairly well planned and the boy didn’t have a knife or gun, but he thought to ask anyway, “What’s this about, Son?”


The small boy drew himself up like a young man and said, “First, let me say what I got to say, then I’ll tell you what I got to do about it.” Then the words spilled out of his mouth like they’d been drowning him and it was nothing but a relief.


“I can trace it back to Strawberry Sunday. It’s a puzzle, Mr. Heron, but I know it started there. What I remember most on that day was how Addy was feeling poorly and decided to go home and lay herself down. Nothing in that is very unusual, being women up and start feeling poorly at surprising times, but I knew how much she been looking forward to that supper and I thought it were a shame she got ill.


“My Daddy’d gone off to work in Chatham so it were me my mother called to drag my sister’s old mattress out that Monday morning. She said put it in the backyard so the sun can get at it, but clean out of sight because no one needs to know the girl’s on her cycle. When I saw how much blood was in the middle of it and how it soaked clean through I understood why Mama was wringing her hands the way she was and I near lost my breakfast.


“And now, I do apologize to you, Mr. Heron, for being indelicate, but the thing is, I happen to know for a fact my sister had her cycle blood a full two weeks before that day. And the reason I know is I found one of her blood rags in the commode and I was ashamed to find it, but of course I didn’t speak to her about such a thing.


“And though I truly wished I didn’t know this, that blood rag did not belong to my mother because I overheard her tell the Pastor’s wife that her monthly had stopped altogether.”


Zach Heron nodded but he was hardly listening because he already knew the truth and hated the cagey, breathless way the boy was baiting him. He thought how simple it’d be to reach out and snap L’il Leam’s twig neck. He reckoned he could do it with one hand and not have to set down his bottle. He thought to do it now and get it over with, but L’il Leam was agitated and started pacing.


“Again, I apologize to you for my crudeness and wouldn’t say any of this if I didn’t feel I had to, but the blood on the mattress was such a quantity that it just don’t make sense it were cycle blood. Even if, like my Mama, I could believe Addy’s moon just come on early, it looked more like the blood from when a person gets cut. Do you understand what I’m saying, Mr. Heron?”


Zach Heron nodded slowly and kept his eyes to the ground as he advanced on the boy, but L’il Leam was shaking his head now and maybe even feeling the bourbon.


“I know now that I was right in my suspicion. It appears like my sister has got herself in a condition.”


Zach Heron blinked five times and had to make himself stop. He hadn’t seen the girl since that night and didn’t know she was in a condition. He started toward L’il Leam again, but now he felt fear.


L’il Leam went on before the big man could reach him and just in time. “I was thinking on it one day a few weeks back and it hit me like a storm. The only other person gone from the fire and hymn singing that night was Chester Monk. Addy’s in love with Chester and baked a berry pie expressly for him. I saw them together under the willow near the graveyard. It started to make sense that Chester arranged it so Addy’d say she’s sickly and come back to the house. I know she done it willingly. And though she likely expected a little kiss or tender word, she could not have expected what he done to her. No sir.”


L’il Leam looked up into the huge man’s wide, stunned eyes and said, “I know I shocked you here and I’m sorry for it. But if you had seen the blood on that bed, Mr. Heron, and the look of Addy the next day and all the days since, you’d have thought the devil himself drove his pecker into that poor sister of mine.”


Zach Heron took a long slow pull on the bourbon and told L’il Leam to finish it off, which he did.


“Remember the next day, how Chester never showed up at the farm and word was him and Jonas Johnson gone off to work for Teddy Bishop and that Frenchman running booze over to Michigan?”


Zach Heron nodded and stopped himself from glancing at the broken manger behind the wheelbarrows.


“I was surprised he never said nothing to me about Teddy Bishop because Chester was a good friend, or so I thought. I went around to his house that night but his Mama wouldn’t come to the door. A few weeks later, when I started having my suspicions, I went back and knocked till she come. She was bitter and told me Chester’s a bootlegger now and gone from the Lord. She didn’t even know how right she was. She said though he never had the decency to tell her hisself, she heard he and a few like him was living in a house in Sandwich and God have mercy on his soul.”


Zach Heron thought he better sit down and did.


“There’s a dock near Sandwich where the liquor boats come and go at night. I’m told Chester does a good deal of the rowboat work, being so big and strong as he is and able to fight the current. I don’t think it’s right that Chester Monk get away with what he done and no action whatever against him. My sister’s life is spoiled now and she’ll likely be sent down to South Carolina to live with Aunt Myrtle. First she’ll get beat though, my mother, my father, likely both.


“Course I don’t have a chance against a boy big as Chester Monk, but I didn’t want to go to the younger men for help. Everyone’ll know soon enough. But it was my hope, Mr. Heron, what with you being a friend of my Daddy’s, and mine, that you might assist me a little. Hold him back just so I can get a fist or two on his chin and maybe his gut. That ain’t gonna change nothing for Addy, but I’ll feel a little better. Least I won’t feel no worse.”


Zach Heron reckoned many things quickly. The girl had not told the shameful thing he’d done to anyone and would not. Even if she did, Wallace and Laisa would never believe her. Her own brother suspected another man. Of all the people in Zach Heron’s life, it was only his wife, Isobel, who’d believe it, and she’d never find out, at least not if Chester Monk stood accused. If Addy Shadd got sent away, it’d be the best thing for them all.
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