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Chapter One



NOVALEE NATION, seventeen, seven months pregnant, thirty-seven pounds overweight—and superstitious about sevens—shifted uncomfortably in the seat of the old Plymouth and ran her hands down the curve of her belly.


For most people, sevens were lucky. But not for her. She’d had a bad history with them, starting with her seventh birthday, the day Momma Nell ran away with a baseball umpire named Fred. Then, when Novalee was in the seventh grade, her only friend, Rhonda Talley, stole an ice cream truck for her boyfriend and got sent to the Tennessee State School for Girls in Tullahoma.


By then, Novalee knew there was something screwy about sevens, so she tried to stay clear of them. But sometimes, she thought, you just can’t see a thing coming at you.


And that’s how she got stabbed. She just didn’t see it coming.


It happened right after she dropped out of school and started waiting tables at Red’s, a job that didn’t have anything to do with sevens. A regular named Gladys went crazy one night—threw her beer bottle through the front window and started yelling crazy things about seeing Jesus, all the time calling Red the Holy Ghost. Novalee tried to calm her down, but Gladys was just too confused. She jumped at Novalee with a steak knife, slashed her from wrist to elbow, and the emergency room doctor took seventy-seven stitches to close her up. No, Novalee didn’t trust sevens.


But she didn’t have sevens on her mind as she twisted and squirmed, trying to compromise with a hateful pain pressing against her pelvis. She needed to stop again, but it was too soon to ask. They had stopped once since Fort Smith, but already Novalee’s bladder felt like a water balloon.


They were somewhere in eastern Oklahoma on a farm-to-market road that didn’t even show up on her Amoco map, but a faded billboard promoting a Fourth of July fireworks show promised that Muldrow was twelve miles ahead.


The road was a narrow, buckled blacktop, little used and long neglected. Old surface patches, cracked and split like torn black scabs, had coughed up jimsonweed and bedrock. But the big Plymouth rode it hard at a steady seventy-five and Willy Jack Pickens handled it like he had a thousand pounds of wild stallion between his legs.


Willy Jack was a year older, twenty-five pounds lighter and four inches shorter than Novalee. He wore cowboy boots with newspaper stuffed inside to make himself look taller. Novalee thought he looked like John Cougar Mellen-camp, but he believed he looked more like Bruce Springsteen, who Willy Jack said was only five foot two.


Willy Jack was crazy about short musicians, especially those who were shorter than he was. No matter how drunk he got, he could remember that Prince was five one and a quarter and Mick Jagger was five two and a half. Willy Jack had a great memory.


Roadside signs warned of tight curves ahead, but Willy Jack kept the needle at seventy-five. Novalee wanted to ask him to slow down; instead, she prayed silently that they would not meet any oncoming traffic.


They could have been driving on a turnpike if they had gone farther north, a toll road that would have taken them through Tulsa and Oklahoma City, but Willy Jack said he wouldn’t pay a penny to drive on a road paid for with taxpayers’ money. Though he had never been a taxpayer himself, he had strong feelings about such things. Besides, he had said, there were lots of roads heading to California, roads that didn’t cost a penny.


He misjudged the first curve, dropping the right front tire onto the shoulder and sending a shimmy through the car that made Novalee’s bladder quiver. She unsnapped her seat belt and scooted her hips forward on the seat, trying to shift her weight in a way that would ease the pressure, but it didn’t help. She had to go.


“Hon, I’m gonna have to stop again.”


“Goddamn, Novalee.” Willy Jack slapped the steering wheel with both hands. “You just went.”


“Yeah, but…”


“Not more’n fifty miles back.”


“Well, I can wait awhile.”


“You know how long it’s gonna take us to get there if you have to pee ever fifty miles?”


“I don’t mean right this minute. I can wait.”


Willy Jack was in a bad mood because of the camera. Novalee had bought a Polaroid before they left because she wanted him to take a picture of her at every state line they crossed, with her posed beside signs like, WELCOME TO arkansas, and OKLAHOMA, THE SOONER STATE. She wanted to frame those pictures so someday she could show their baby how they had traveled west like the covered wagons did on their way to California.


Willy Jack told her it was a stupid idea, but he had taken her picture when they crossed into Arkansas because he had seen a bar called the Razorback just across the highway and he wanted a beer. They were twenty miles down the road when Novalee missed the camera and discovered Willy Jack had left it in the bar. She begged him to go back for it and he did, but only because he wanted another beer. But when they drove into Oklahoma, Willy Jack had refused to stop and take her picture so they’d had a fight.


Novalee felt warm and sticky. She rolled down her window and let the hot outside air blast her in the face. The air conditioner in the Plymouth had stopped working long before Willy Jack bought it with her fifty dollars. In fact, almost everything in the car had stopped working so it had ended up in a junkyard just outside Knoxville where Willy Jack had found it. He had replaced a universal joint, the carburetor, the distributor, a brake drum and the muffler, but he had not replaced the floorboard where a piece the size of a platter had rusted out. He’d covered the hole with a TV tray, but Novalee was afraid the tray would slide and her feet would slip through the hole and be ripped off on the highway. When she would lean forward to check the tray, she could see at its edges the pavement whirling by, just inches below her feet, an experience that only increased her need to relieve herself.


She tried to get her mind off her bladder, first by counting fence posts, then by trying to remember the lyrics to “Love Me Tender,” but that didn’t work. Finally, she pulled her book of pictures out of the plastic beach bag on the seat beside her.


She had been collecting pictures from magazines since she was little… pictures of bedrooms with old quilts and four-poster beds, kitchens with copper pots and blue china, living rooms with sleeping Lassies curled on bright rugs, and walls covered with family pictures in gold frames. Before, these rooms had existed only in the pages of magazines she bought at garage sales in Tellico Plains, Tennessee. But now, she was on her way to California—on her way to live in such rooms.


“Look, hon.” She held a picture out to Willy Jack. “Here’s that Mickey Mouse lamp I told you about. That’s what I want to put in the baby’s room.”


Willy Jack turned on the radio and started twisting the knob, but all he got was static.


“I hope we can get a two-story house with a balcony that overlooks the ocean.”


“Hell, Novalee. You can’t see the ocean from Bakersfield.”


“Well, maybe a pond then. I want to get one of those patio tables with an umbrella over it where we can sit with the baby and drink chocolate milk and watch the sun go down.”


Novalee dreamed of all kinds of houses—two-story houses, log cabins, condominiums, ranch houses—anything fixed to the ground. She had never lived in a place that didn’t have wheels under it. She had lived in seven house trailers—one a double-wide, a camping trailer, two mobile homes, a fifth-wheel, a burned Winnebago and a railroad car—part of a motel called the Chattanooga Choo Choo.


She held up another picture. “Look at these ducks here on this wall. Aren’t they cute?”


Willy Jack turned the wheel sharply, trying to run over a turtle at the edge of the road.


“I just hate it when you do that,” Novalee said. “Why do you want to kill turtles? They don’t bother anything.”


Willy Jack turned the radio dial and picked up “Graceland,” by Paul Simon, who Willy Jack said was three and a half inches shorter than he was.


When they passed the Muldrow water tower, Novalee put her picture book away. The thought of so much water was almost more than she could bear.


“I bet they’ll have a bathroom in this town.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t be surprised,” Willy Jack said. “Almost every town has one. You think they’ll have a little hot water, too? Maybe you’d like to soak in a hot tub. Huh? That sound good to you?”


“Dammit, Willy Jack, I have to go to the bathroom.”


Willy Jack turned the volume up on the radio and beat out the song’s rhythm on the dash. As they roared through Muldrow, Novalee tightened the muscles between her legs and tried not to think about swimming pools or iced tea.


She dug the map out again and figured the next chance she would have to stop, short of a head-on collision, was another twenty miles down the road in a town called Sequoyah. She peeked at the gas gauge and was discouraged to see they still had a half tank.


For a while, she played a silent game of running through the alphabet searching for a name for the baby. For A she thought of Angel and Abbie; for B she liked Bordon and Babbette, but she was just too miserable to concentrate, so she quit before she got to C.


She had aches and pains from her top to her bottom. Her head had been hurting all morning, but she didn’t have any aspirin with her. Her feet were killing her, too. They were so swollen that the straps of her red sandals bit into her ankles and pinched her toes until they were throbbing. She couldn’t reach the buckles, but by rubbing one sandal against the other, she was finally able to wiggle out of them, and for that, she was grateful.


“Wish I had some gum,” she said.


Her mouth was dry and her throat felt scratchy. She had a half bottle of warm Coke in the back seat, but she knew if she drank it, it would only make her bladder fuller.


“Red’s wife says she had trouble with her bladder when she was pregnant. She thinks that’s why she had to have a C section.”


“What the hell’s a C section?”


“A caesarean. That’s when they cut your belly open to get the baby out.”


“Now don’t you go planning on that, Novalee. That’ll cost a damned fortune.”


“It’s not something you plan, Willy Jack. Not like you plan a birthday party. It’s just something that happens. And I don’t know how much it costs. Besides, you’re going to be making good money.”


“Yeah, and I don’t want it spent before it’s in my pocket, either.”


Willy Jack was going to California to go to work for the railroad. He had a cousin there named J. Paul who had made it big working for the Union Pacific. And when Willy Jack had heard from J. Paul, just two weeks ago, he got excited and wanted to leave right away.


Novalee thought it was strange for Willy Jack to be excited about work, but she said she was not about to look a gift horse in the mouth, so as soon as she picked up her check at Red’s, they left Tellico Plains and she didn’t look back.


It was the chance she had dreamed about, the chance to live in a real home. She and Willy Jack had been staying in a camping trailer parked beside Red’s, but the plumbing didn’t work so they had to use the bathroom inside the cafe. She knew a job with the railroad would guarantee she would not have to live on top of wheels ever again. She knew that for sure.


But what she didn’t know was that Willy Jack was going to Bakersfield to chop off one of his fingers. He hadn’t told her the whole story.


He hadn’t told her that a month after J. Paul started to work, he got his thumb cut off in a coupling clamp, an injury for which he received a cash settlement of sixty-five thousand dollars and an additional eight hundred dollars a month for the rest of his life. J. Paul used the money to buy a quick-lube shop and moved into a townhouse at the edge of a miniature golf course.


Hearing that had created in Willy Jack an intense interest in his own fingers. He noticed them, really noticed them for the first time in his life. He began to study each one. He figured out that thumbs and index fingers did most of the work, middle fingers were for communication, ring fingers were for rings, and little fingers were pretty much unnecessary. For Willy Jack, a southpaw, the little finger of his right hand was absolutely useless. And it was the one he would sacrifice, the one he intended to trade for greyhounds and race horses. It was the one that would take him to Santa Anita and Hollywood Park where he’d drink sloe gin fizzes and wear silk shirts and send his bets to the windows on silver trays.


But Novalee didn’t know all that. She only knew he was going to Bakersfield to go to work for the railroad. He figured that was all she needed to know. And if Willy Jack was an expert on anything, it was what Novalee needed to know.


“Want to feel the baby?” she asked him.


He acted as if he hadn’t heard her.


“Here.” She held her hand out for his, but he left it dangling over the top of the steering wheel.


“Give me your hand.” She lifted his hand from the wheel and guided it to her belly, then laid it flat against her, against the mound of her navel.


“Feel that?”


“No.”


“Can’t you feel that tiny little bomp… bomp… bomp?”


“I don’t feel nothin’.”


Willy Jack tried to pull his hand back, but she held it and moved it lower, pressing his fingers into the curve just above her pelvis.


“Feel right there.” Her voice was soft, no more than a whisper. “That’s where the heart is.” She held his hand there a moment, then he jerked it away.


“Couldn’t prove it by me,” he said as he reached for a cigarette.


Novalee felt like she might cry then, but she didn’t exactly know why. It was the way she felt sometimes at night when she heard a train whistle in the distance… a feeling she couldn’t explain, not even to herself.


She leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes, trying to find a way to make time pass faster. She mentally began to decorate the nursery. She put the oak crib beneath the window and a rocker in the corner beside the changing table. She folded the small quilt with cows jumping over the moon and put it beside the stuffed animals…


As she drifted into sleep, she saw herself thin again, wearing her skinny denim dress and holding a baby, her baby, its face covered with a soft white blanket. Filled with joy and expectation, she gently peeled the blanket back, but discovered another blanket beneath it. She folded that back only to find another… and another.


Then, she heard a train whistle, faint, but growing louder. She looked up to see a locomotive speeding toward her and the baby. She stood frozen between the rails as the train bore down on them.


She tried to jump clear, to run, but her body was heavy, weighted, and the ground beneath, spongy and sticky, sucked at her feet. She fell then, and from her knees and with all her energy, she lifted the baby over the rail and pushed it away from the tracks, away from danger.


Then, the blast of the whistle split the air. She tried to drag herself across the rail, but she moved like a giant slug, inching her way across the hot curve of metal. A hiss of steam and rush of scalding air brushed her legs when, in one desperate lunge, she was across. She was free.


She tried to stand, but her legs were twisted sinew and shards of bone. The train had severed her feet.


The scream started deep in her belly, then roared through her lungs.


“What the hell’s the matter with you, Novalee?” Willy Jack yelled.


Yanking herself from sleep, Novalee was terrified to feel the rush of hot air coming through the floorboard. She knew without looking that the TV tray was gone.


She turned to look out the back window, dreading what she would see—her feet, mangled like road kill, torn and bloody in the middle of the highway.


But what she saw were her red sandals, empty of feet, skidding and bouncing down the road.


“What are you smiling about?” Willy Jack asked.


“Just a dream I had.”


She didn’t want to tell him about the shoes. It was the only pair she had and she knew he’d gripe about the money another pair would cost. Besides, they were on a real highway coming into a real town and Novalee didn’t want to get him mad again or she’d never get to a bathroom.


“Oh, look. There’s a Wal-Mart. Let’s stop there.”


“Thought you had to pee.”


“They have bathrooms in Wal-Mart, you know.”


Willy Jack swerved across two lanes and onto the access road while Novalee tried to figure her way around a problem. She didn’t have more than a dollar in her beach bag. Willy Jack had all the cash.


“Hon, I’m gonna need some money.”


“They gonna charge you to pee?”


He drove across the parking lot like he was making a pit stop and whipped the big Plymouth into the handicapped parking space nearest the entrance.


“Five dollars will be enough.”


“What for?”


“I’m gonna buy some houseshoes.”


“Houseshoes? Why? We’re in a car.”


“My feet are swollen. I can’t get my sandals back on.”


“Jesus Christ, Novalee. We’re going clear across the country and you’re gonna be wearing houseshoes?”


“Who’s gonna see?”


“You mean ever time we stop, you’re gonna be traipsing around in houseshoes?”


“Well, we don’t stop very much, do we?”


“Okay. Get some houseshoes. Get some polky dot houseshoes. Some green polky dot houseshoes so everyone will be sure to notice you.”


“I don’t want polka dot houseshoes.”


“Get you some with elephants on them then. Yeah! An elephant in elephant houseshoes.”


“That’s mean, Willy Jack. That’s real mean.”


“Goddamn, Novalee.”


“I have to buy some kind of shoes.”


She hoped that would be enough of an explanation, but she knew it wouldn’t. And though he didn’t actually say “Why,” his face said it.


“My sandals fell through the floor.”


She smiled at him then, a tentative smile, an invitation to see the humor in what had happened, but he declined the offer. He stared at her long enough to melt her smile, then he turned, spit out the window and shook his head in disgust. Finally, digging in the pocket of his jeans, he pulled out a handful of crumpled bills. His movements, exaggerated and quick, were designed to show her he was right on the edge. He pitched a ten at her, then crammed the rest back in his pocket.


“I won’t be long,” she told him as she climbed out of the car.


“Yeah.”


“Don’t you want to come in. Stretch your legs?”


“No. I don’t.”


“Want me to bring you some popcorn?”


“Just go on, Novalee.”


She could feel his eyes on her as she walked away. She tried to move her body as she had when they first met, when he was unable to keep his hands away from her, when her breasts and belly and thighs were tight and smooth. But she knew what he was seeing now. She knew how she looked.


The single stall in the bathroom was taken. Novalee pressed her legs together and tried to hold her breath. When she heard the toilet flush, she was sure she was going to make it, but when the door didn’t open, she was sure she wasn’t.


“I’m sorry,” she said as she tapped on the door, “but I’ve got to get in there now.”


A little girl, still struggling with buttons, opened the door, then jumped out of the way as Novalee rushed by.


Once inside, Novalee didn’t take time to lock the door or cover the seat with paper. She didn’t even check to make sure there was paper on the roll. She just peed and peed, then laughed out loud, her eyes flooded with tears at the joy of release. Novalee took pleasure in small victories.


As she washed at the sink, she studied herself in the mirror, then wished she hadn’t. Her skin, though unblemished and smooth, looked sallow, and her eyes, a light shade of green, were ringed with dark circles. Her hickory-colored hair, long and thick, had pulled loose from the clip at her neck and was frizzed into thin tight ringlets.


She splashed cold water on her face, smoothed her hair with wet hands, then dug in her beach bag for lipstick, but couldn’t find any. Finally, she pinched her cheeks for color and decided not to look in any more mirrors until she could expect a better picture.


She went directly to the shoe department, knowing she had already taken too much time. The cheapest houseshoes she could find had little polka dots, so she settled quickly for a pair of rubber thongs.


At the checkout stand, she fidgeted impatiently while the man in front of her wrote out a check. By the time the checker dragged the thongs across the scanner, Novalee was caught up in the headlines of the National Examiner. She handed the checker the ten-dollar-bill while she puzzled over the picture of a newborn who was two thousand years old.


“Ma’am. Here’s your change.”


“Oh, sorry.” Novalee held out her hand.


“Seven dollars and seventy-seven cents.”


Novalee tried to jerk her hand back, but before she could, the coins dropped onto her palm.


“No,” she shouted as she flung the money across the floor. “No.” Dizzy, she staggered as she turned and started running.


She knew he was gone, knew before she reached the door. She could see it all, see it as if she were watching a movie. She could see herself running, calling his name—the parking space empty, the Plymouth gone.


He was going to California and he had left her behind… left her with her magazine dreams of old quilts and blue china and family pictures in gold frames.















Chapter Two



SHE WOULDN’T REMEMBER it all, even later. She wouldn’t remember the man who found her camera in the handicapped parking space. She wouldn’t remember the clerk pressing the money into her hand or the manager leading her to the bench just inside the door.


But she did remember someone wanting to call an ambulance and she did remember saying she was all right, telling them her boyfriend had gone to get the car fixed and would pick her up later.


And little by little, as they went to lunch… sneaked a smoke… stocked more shelves, as clerks and stock boys and managers drifted by, they forgot the pregnant girl on the bench by the door, sitting under a red, white and blue banner that said MADE IN AMERICA.


By two o’clock she was hungry. She ate popcorn and drank Cokes from tall plastic cups. She had two Paydays and went to the bathroom twice. She tried to think of what she should do, but thinking about it made her tired and caused her head to throb, so she ate another Payday and went to the bathroom again.


Just before three, a bony little woman with blue hair and no eyebrows rushed up and smiled into Novalee’s face.


“Ruth Ann? Ruth Ann Mott! Well, I declare. Little Ruth Ann. Why honey, I haven’t seen you since your momma passed. What’s that been? Twelve, fourteen years?”


“No, ma’am, I’m not Ruth Ann.”


“Don’t you remember me, honey? I’m Sister Husband. You remember me. Thelma Husband. Course, that’s not what you called me back then. You called me ‘Telma’ because you couldn’t say ‘Thelma.’ But everyone calls me Sister Husband now.”


“But my name isn’t—”


“Last time I saw you, you wasn’t more’n a baby. And here you are about to have a baby. Don’t that beat all? Where do you live now, Ruth Ann?”


“Well, I’ve been living in Tennessee, but—”


“Tennessee. I had a cousin lived in Tennessee. School teacher. But when she was in her midlife, she had an operation.”


Sister Husband lowered her voice and leaned closer to Novalee.


“Hysterectomy, it was. And you know after that, she couldn’t spell anymore. Couldn’t spell ‘cat,’ so they said. She had to give up her school teaching, of course. But that was a shame, wasn’t it?”


“Yes, ma’am. It was.”


“Tennessee. So, you just moving back, honey? Coming back home now?”


“Well, not exactly. But it looks like I might be here awhile.”


“Oh, that’s good, Ruthie. I think that’s good. ’Cause home gives you something no other place can. You know what that is?”


“No, ma’am.”


“Your history, Ruthie. Home is where your history begins.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“The late Brother Husband said, ‘Home is the place that’ll catch you when you fall. And we all fall.’ That’s what the late Brother Husband used to say.”


“Was he your husband?”


“No. He was my brother. A real man of God. You go to church, Ruthie? You go regular to church?”


“Not regular.”


“Well, that’s good. I think that’s good. Sunday School… Bible study… prayer meetings. Now that’s just too much church. Ain’t nobody so full a sin they need that much church.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“No reason to work so hard at it. Me? I just have one job to do now. Just one job. You know what that is?”


“I guess it’s to save souls.”


“Oh, no, Ruth Ann. The Lord saves souls. I save wheat pennies. No, my one job is to give away Bibles. That’s what the Lord wants me to do. Do you read the Bible, Ruth Ann?”


“Well, not much.”


“That’s good. I think that’s good. Folks read too much of it, they get confused. Read a little and you’re just a little confused. Read a lot and you’re a lot confused. And that’s why I just give out a chapter at a time. That way, folks can deal with their confusion as it comes. You understand what I’m saying, Ruth Ann?”


“Yes, ma’am. I think I do.” Novalee touched the scar on her arm in remembrance of Gladys.


“Wish I had a Bible chapter to give you, honey, but I went by the bus station and gave away my last Deuteronomy and two Lamentations. Met a woman going to New Orleans. Any woman on her way to New Orleans can’t have too many Lamentations. But I don’t have a chapter left. I feel real bad about that.”


“Oh, that’s okay.”


“I’ll get some more run off tomorrow. I’ll print you out an Obadiah. Obadiah won’t confuse you much. But I’m not going to leave you empty-handed now, honey. Come with me.”


Sister Husband wheeled and started for the door, then turned and motioned to Novalee.


“Come on, Ruth Ann.”


Novalee wasn’t quite sure why she followed the blue-haired woman out the door and across the parking lot, but she figured it couldn’t bring her much more trouble than she already had. Sister Husband marched her way to a banged-up blue Toyota pickup rigged to resemble a Conestoga wagon with a canvas cover over the bed. But the canvas was torn and the wire arches supporting it were bent, leaving the top drooping in the middle. On the side of the truck was a sign in white lettering: THE WELCOME WAGON.


Sister Husband opened the door and pulled out a straw basket with a red bow tied to the handle. She held the basket in front of her and pulled herself up tall and straight, like a soldier at attention.


“Let me be among the first to welcome you home,” she said with the cadence and inflection of a bad public speaker. “And on behalf of the city, I would like to present you with this basket of gifts from the merchants and bankers to make this, your homecoming, as pleasant as possible.”


“Thank you.” Novalee took the basket.


“Look here, Ruth Ann. It’s got matches, a phone book, emery boards. Here’s some discount coupons and a map of the city. There’s just one thing though. See this appointment book?”


Novalee nodded.


“I ran out of these last week. This was the only one I could find for myself, so I wrote two or three of my own appointments in there. My AA meetings. But if you aren’t an alcoholic, then you’ll know those dates aren’t for you.”


“No ma’am, I’m not.”


“Good. I think that’s good. But remember, we all fall. That’s what the late Brother Husband used to say.”


“Sister Husband. Can I take your picture?”


If the question surprised her, Sister Husband didn’t show it. “Why, Ruth Ann. How sweet,” she said. She took off her glasses and sucked in her stomach until Novalee snapped the camera. They watched together as the picture developed.


“Oh, looks like my eyes are crossed. I always take such awful pictures.”


“No, it’s good.”


“You really think so?”


“Yes, I do.”


“You’re sweet, Ruth Ann. Real sweet.”


Sister Husband gave Novalee a quick hug, then she climbed in the Toyota and started it up.


“I live on Evergreen, Ruthie. You’ll find it on your map. Last house on the left. You come out there anytime you can. And bring that baby! You two will always be welcome.”


“Thank you, Sister Husband. And I’m gonna put this picture in a frame to keep for my baby.”


Sister Husband drove away, but Novalee stood in the parking lot and waved at the little covered wagon heading west until it was out of sight.


Back inside the store, Novalee stopped at a wooden porch swing displayed near the door. She ran her hand across the dark wood and thought of cool yellow porches and morning glories thick on white trellises.


“Old man out on Sticker Creek makes porch swings out of hickory.”


She turned toward the voice and the big black man sitting on her bench.


“Those won’t last,” he said. “Threads’ll strip in that soft wood. You want a swing that’ll last, go out on Sticker Creek.”


“Where’s that?” she asked.


“You new in town?”


“Yes. No. Well, I haven’t been here very long.”


“A newcomer then.”


He smiled and scooted over on the bench, an invitation for her to join him.


He was the blackest man Novalee had ever seen, so black his skin reflected light. She thought if she leaned close enough, she could see herself in his face. He was dressed in a suit and had a briefcase on the floor beside him. Novalee had never seen a black man with a briefcase before.


She put her plastic beach bag and the welcome basket between them, giving herself little room at the other end of the bench.


“My name’s Whitecotton. Moses Whitecotton.”


“Oh.” She started to tell him hers, but changed her mind.


“Some of my family shortened their name to White. But that’s not their name. Name’s Whitecotton.”


“Why’d they change it?”


“They found some shame in it. Said it was a slave name. But it’s theirs. And it’s mine.”


Moses Whitecotton was still for a moment, staring off at something Novalee couldn’t see.


“Name’s important,” he said. “Keeps track of who you are.”


“I guess so.”


“That’s right. Name’s an important thing. You picked a name for your baby yet?”


“No, but I got some I’m thinking about.”


“Well, take your time. Can’t rush a thing like that. Name’s too important to hurry.”


Novalee reached into her beach bag and pulled out a package of Life Savers, then she put the bag on the floor, under the bench. The top Life Saver was green, her favorite, but she offered it to Moses Whitecotton.


“Thanks, but I’m a diabetic. Can’t take sugar.”


“You know,” she said as she popped the Life Saver into her mouth. “I’ve been thinking about Wendi, with an i, or maybe Candy, if it’s a girl.”


“Get your baby a name that means something. A sturdy name. Strong name. Name that’s gonna withstand a lot of bad times. A lot of hurt.”


“I never thought of that.”


“I used to be an engraver… trophies, plaques. Cut gravestones, too. You do a thing like that, you think about names.”


“Yeah, I guess you would.”


“See, the name you pick out is gonna be with your baby when nothing else is. When nobody is. ‘Cause you ain’t always gonna be there.”


“Oh, I’m never gonna leave her. The way some people just leave, go right out of your life. I’m never gonna do that.”


“But you’re not gonna live forever. You’re gonna die. We’re all gonna die. Me. Her. You.”


Novalee swallowed her Life Saver.


“You’re dying right now. Right this minute.” He looked at his watch, said, “Right this second,” then tapped it with his finger. “See there? That second passed. It’s gone. Not gonna come again. And while I’m talking to you, every second I’m talking, a second is passing. Gone. Count them up. Count them down. They’re gone. Each one bringing you closer to your dying time.”


“I don’t like to think about that.”


“You ever think about this? Every year you live, you pass the anniversary of your death. Now, you don’t know what day it is, of course. You follow what I’m saying?”


Novalee nodded, but just barely, as if too much movement might break her concentration.


“Look here. Say you’re gonna die on December eighth. Course, you don’t know the date because you’re still alive. But every year you live, you pass December eighth without knowing it’s the anniversary of your death. You see what I mean?”


“Yeah.” Novalee was wide-eyed, stunned by this startling new idea. “I’d never thought of that.”


“No, not a lot of folks do. But listen. You’re gonna die. But your name’s not. No. It’s gonna be written in somebody’s Bible, printed in some newspaper. Cut into your gravestone. See, that name has a history.”


“And home is the place where your history begins,” she said softly.


“And that history is gonna be there when you’re not.”


He turned his palms up, hands open… empty. He had given her all he could and she had taken it.


“Here,” he said. He picked up his briefcase and while he adjusted it on his lap, Novalee moved the Welcome Wagon basket to the other side of her and scooted over next to Moses Whitecotton. The briefcase was full of pictures.


“Why do you have all of those?”


“I’m a photographer now. Go around to stores and take pictures of babies.”


“Can I see some?”


He shuffled through a dozen pictures. Babies smiling, frowning, crying. Brown babies, black babies, white babies. Curly haired, blue-eyed, red-haired and bald.


“You bring your baby in here a few months from now, I’ll take her picture for free.”


“You will?”


“Sure. Here’s what I’m looking for.”


Moses Whitecotton handed Novalee a satin baby book. “We give these away with a hundred-dollar order.” He opened the first page. “That’s where you write in your baby’s name. Be sure it’s the right one.”


“I will.”


He reassembled the pictures in his briefcase and snapped it shut.


“Mr. Whitecotton, could I take your picture?”


“Mine?”


She nodded.


“Sure.”


Novalee took the camera out of the beach bag, stood in front of him and snapped the picture.


Just then, a young man, blond and polished, stepped between them.


“Hi, I’m Reggie Lewis. My girl said you were waiting to see me? Is it Mose?”


“No. It’s Moses Whitecotton.”


“Oh. Okay. You want to come back to my office?” Reggie walked off, leading the way.


Moses Whitecotton offered his hand to Novalee. “Good luck.”


His hand was sturdy, strong and Novalee liked the way it felt to have her hand in his.


“Thank you for the baby book.”


“My pleasure,” he said, then he walked away.


Novalee watched him go, then looked at the picture in her hand, the picture of Moses Whitecotton, and for a moment, just for a moment, she thought she saw herself in his face.


At just after seven, Novalee had a chili dog and a root beer float. Then she bought a copy of the American Baby Magazine, hoping to find a list of names to choose from, but it didn’t have one. Instead, she read an article entitled “Staying Fit During Pregnancy,” which prompted her to have a package of beef jerky for extra protein and then to take a brisk walk. She circled the parking lot three times, breathing deeply from her diaphragm as the article had suggested, but the Oklahoma heat tired her quickly and she plodded through the last lap.


She looked up when a pickup pulled in and parked nearby. The back was filled with small trees, their roots wrapped in burlap. A hand-lettered sign on the side of the truck read, BEN GOODLUCK NURSERY. EARTH CARE GROWERS.


The driver, a tall, thin Indian man, got out and went into the store. His passenger, a young boy, waited in the truck.


Novalee walked over, studied the sign for a few seconds, then traced the word “Goodluck” with her finger. The boy, a ten-year-old copy of the man, leaned out his window and watched her.


“Is your name Goodluck?” she asked.


The boy nodded.


“Wish that was my name.”


“Why?”


“Because that’s a strong name. A name that’s gonna withstand a lot of bad times.”


“I guess so,” he said. “What happened to your arm?” He touched the scar very lightly.


“I had some bad luck.” Novalee pointed to the bed of the truck. “What kind of trees are those?”


“Buckeyes.”


“I never heard of those.”


The boy jumped out, fished in his pocket and pulled out a hard, brown nut… polished, shining.


“Here.” He held it out to her.


“What is it?”


“A buckeye.”


Novalee took it and rolled it around in the palm of her hand.


“It’s lucky,” he said.


“How do you know?”


“My grandpa told me. This was his grandpa’s, then his. And now it’s mine.”


“Did they have good luck?”


He nodded. “They were good hunters. So am I.”


“Does it only bring good luck in hunting?”


“No. It’s good for lots of stuff. Lets you find things you need. Helps you find your way home if you get lost. Lots of stuff.”


Novalee held the buckeye out to him.


“Make a wish first,” he said.


“A wish?”


“Yeah. Hold it in your hand and make a wish.”


“But it’s not my good luck charm. It’s yours.”


“Yeah, but it’ll work. Try it.”


“Okay.” Novalee clamped her fingers around the buckeye and closed her eyes tight, like a child waiting to be surprised. When she finished, she gave it back to the boy.


“What did you wish for?” he asked.


“If I tell you, it won’t come true.”


“Nah. That’s just when you wish on a star.”


“Can I take your picture?”


“I guess so.”


“Stand right there by the door of your truck so I can get your name, too. There. Just a little to the left. Good.”


Novalee snapped the picture just as the boy’s father returned to the truck.


“You ready to go, Benny?”


“Okay.” He opened the door and got in, then smiled at Novalee. “Well, bye.”


“Bye, Benny Goodluck.”


The boy waved as the truck pulled away. Novalee crossed the parking lot, headed back to the store.


“Ma’am. Ma’am.”


She turned and shielded her eyes from the sun.


“Wait up,” Benny Goodluck called. He was running toward her, carrying one of the little buckeye trees. “Here. It’s for you.”


“For me? Why?”


“For good luck.” He put the tree down in the handicapped parking space.


“Oh, Benny. You knew what I wished for.”


“Yes, ma’am. I did.”


Then he turned and ran back to his father.


Novalee was looking at baby clothes when the intercom clicked on. The voice sounded tinny and distant, like a bad connection.




“Attention Wal-Mart shoppers. The time is now nine o’clock and your Wal-Mart Discount City is closing.





Novalee’s breath caught and she felt lightheaded.




“Please bring your final selections to…





Something surged in her chest, something hot and painful.




“We would like to remind you of our store hours…





Her heart raced, the beat irregular, heavy.




“We are open from nine…





Her mouth felt slick and tasted of cold chili.




“And, as always, thank you for shopping at Wal-Mart.”





She choked back the sourness that burned at her throat, wheeled and ran toward the bathroom at the back of the store.


The stall was empty, the room dark, but she didn’t have time to fumble for lights. She retched again and again until she felt drained. Then, she sat in the dark trying not to think about the mess she was in. She had been pushing it from her mind all day, but now, it rushed in.


There must be, she told herself, things she could do. She could try to find Momma Nell, but she didn’t know Fred’s last name. She supposed there might be an umpires club, a place she could call, but there were probably lots of umpires named Fred.


She could call the State School for Girls to see if Rhonda Talley was still there. But stealing the ice cream truck had been Rhonda’s first offense, so she was likely free.


She could call Red, but she didn’t think he’d send her the money to come back to Tellico Plains. He’d already hired another waitress.


Then Novalee thought about Willy Jack. She could hitchhike, try to get to Bakersfield on her own. But she didn’t know if J. Paul’s last name was Pickens or Paul.


She wondered if Willy Jack had really left her. What if he had gone to get the car fixed. Or what if he was only playing a joke on her. He liked to do that. Maybe he drove off to scare her, then had a wreck before…


What if he had been kidnapped. Someone with a gun could have forced him to… She saw things like that on television.


What if…


Play like…


Just pretend…


But Novalee knew none of that had happened. And she knew Momma Nell wouldn’t care where she was, Rhonda Talley probably wouldn’t even remember her—and Willy Jack had gone on without her.


She tasted the bile rising in her throat again, felt the grip of pain in her stomach. She would have fought against it, but was too tired. She let herself slip into blackness and disappear into space.


She didn’t know how long she had been in the bathroom. She had been too weak to move, too sick to care.


Her clothes were damp and sticky, her skin clammy. Her head felt disconnected from her body. When she was finally able to stand, she felt like she was seeing everything from some great height.


She got to the sink and held on while she splashed her face and rinsed her mouth. Her head throbbed and she ached all over, but she washed up as well as she could, then recovered her beach bag and eased out the door.


The building was dark and quiet. A weak light came from the front, but she knew the place was empty… knew she was alone.


She moved soundlessly through the store, toward the light, and found her possessions by the bench where she’d left them—the Welcome Wagon basket, her baby book, the buckeye tree. She gathered them up, as if she were preparing to leave, as if she were going home.


Then she began to wander, like people do who have come from no place and have no place to go—like Crazy Man Dan, in Tellico Plains, who walked the streets at night carrying bits and pieces of other people’s lives.


She moved aimlessly from one side of the store to the other, past rows of televisions without pictures, racks of toys without children. She shuffled past stacks of sheets, boxes of candy and shelves of dishes. She walked some aisles many times, some not at all, but it didn’t matter.


And then she saw a table, a round, glass-topped table beneath a red and white striped umbrella… a place where she could sit with the baby and drink chocolate milk and watch the sun go down. She ran her hand across the smooth glass top, swiping at dust, cleaning a place for the book and the basket. Nearby, she found some thin white trellises and moved two of them to the side of the table, then placed the tree between them.


She eased into one of the chairs, opened her beach bag and took out the pictures of Sister Husband, Moses Whitecotton and Benny Goodluck, then propped them up against the basket. She moved the book nearer the center of the table, then pushed it back to where it had been. Finally… finished… she sat still for a long time, so long that it seemed she might never move.


Much later, when she did get up, she walked to the front window and looked outside. A light rain was beginning to fall and a hard wind scattered drops against the glass. Hazy neon yellows and reds, tiny darts of color, were caught in the trickles spilling down the pane. And suddenly, a memory, long-buried, came rushing back to her.


She was very little and she couldn’t remember why or how, but she was left behind at a skating rink, locked in, alone. At first, she was terrified… screaming, pounding on locked doors, clawing toward high windows.


Then, she stretched to a switch on the wall, flipped it up, and a huge silver ball in the middle of the rink started to turn, sending a shower of silver and blue across the floor, up the walls, around the ceiling—around and around.


Her fear broke apart then, shattered like splintered glass, and five-year-old Novalee Nation walked into that shower of light and let the bright diamonds of color dance around her body. Then, she began to turn. Under the magic silver ball, her stockinged feet gliding, sliding on the polished wood, she turned… faster and faster… arms floating free in space… spinning… whirling… free.


Novalee smiled at her five-year-old self, all elbows and knees, and she tried to hold her there, but the child spun away, into the shadows.


Then, Novalee Nation, seventeen, seven months pregnant, thirty-seven pounds overweight, slipped off her thongs and there, in the middle of the Wal-Mart, she began to turn… faster and faster… spinning and whirling… free… waiting for her history to begin.















Chapter Three



WILLY JACK RAN out of money in Tucumcari; the Plymouth ran out of gas eighty miles later. When the needle on the gas gauge crawled over the E, he dug in his pockets to count his change, ninety-four cents. He regretted giving Novalee the ten, which would have gotten him closer to California, but he quickly shrugged that off. Willy Jack was not one to linger on regret.


He was able to let the car coast to a grove of pines, well off the shoulder of the road. He locked his cardboard suitcase in the trunk, then pulled out the seats, front and back, searching for lost coins. He found two quarters, a dime, three pennies and his roach clip.


He hadn’t walked far before he realized he had left his dark glasses on the dash. More than the heat, he was bothered by the glare of the sun, which produced a finger of pain jabbing at his eyes.


He tried to hitch a ride, but the truckers, having gotten up speed coming off the Pecos Mesa, roared past, creating small whirlwinds of dust and grit, leaving him grinding sand between his teeth.


Few other vehicles were on the road. Pickups with whole families crowded into the cabs. RVs, their windows plastered with bumper stickers that said SENIOR CITIZENS ON BOARD. Not the kind of drivers to stop for hitchhikers.


Once, a banged-up little VW full of teenagers slowed and pulled even with Willy Jack. A redhead with crooked teeth leaned out the window and smiled.


“Excuse me, sir,” he said, “but would you have any Grey Poupon?”


“What? Grey what?”


But the car had already started to speed away, the sounds of laughter spilling out behind it.


“Cocksuckers,” Willy Jack shouted.


The redhead leaned out the window and blew Willy Jack a kiss; Willy Jack gave him the finger.


“Cocksuckers,” he yelled again, but they were far down the highway by then.


The heat was beginning to bother him; his mouth was dry, his head pounding. At the top of a rise he spotted a pond, but it was a mile or so back from the highway.


He didn’t have a plan for getting gas or money, but when he saw a sign that said SANTA ROSA—THREE MILES, he figured that was a better option than walking to Bakersfield.


Just before the exit, another sign announced GAS, FOOD AND LODGING AHEAD, but Willy Jack never made it to any of the three. He never made it past a bar called Tom Pony’s, a squat concrete building painted the color of weak coffee.


Willy Jack was afraid the place might be closed. An old pickup parked in front was missing the two rear tires and had been there for a while. The neon signs on the building were unlit and it looked dark behind the windows, but he could hear the sounds of music playing inside, a steel guitar sliding along the edges of a song. He tried the door, but it was locked. Then he went to the window, rubbed away a circle of grime, cupped his hands around his eyes and peered inside.


In a few seconds his vision adjusted enough for him to realize he was staring into another pair of eyes on the other side of the glass.


“Jesus,” he yelled as he jumped back.


He heard someone inside laughing. A moment later a lock clicked and the door opened, but just inches. He moved to it, tentatively, then leaned in a little closer. That’s when the door flew open and a hand reached out, grabbed Willy Jack and pulled him inside.


“What the hell you think you’re doing peeking in my window?”


A girl who looked to be twelve or thirteen had hold of him. She had short cropped hair, a beak of a nose, a thin, sharp face dotted with pimples. Willy Jack almost laughed at how ugly she was, lean and stringy. She reminded him of pictures he had seen on television, pictures of starving people in Africa, except this girl was white. And strong.


“You can get shot doing that, you know.”


“Look,” he said, brushing her hand off his arm. “It’s not like I was peeking in your bedroom or anything. This isn’t a house.”


“How do you know it’s not, Mr. Smarty Pants.”


“Well, is it?”


“What does it look like?”


Willy Jack scanned the room, but without interest. He had spent a thousand nights in such places, but never saw in them more than he saw in this one: jukebox, pool table, bar, girl. He never saw the cracked plastic or the splattered walls or the torn Naugahyde or the yellowed pictures of Indians, haggard and beaten. He couldn’t see the gleam and shine of things still new already dulled and scarred—like the girl.


“So, is this place open or not?” he asked.


“If we were closed, you wouldn’t be here, would you?”


“All I want—what I’m after is just a cold beer.”


“Well, that’s what we sell.”


She went behind the bar, drew a beer, then slid it across the counter to him. He drank most of it in one swallow.


“So, where you from?” she asked.


“Nashville.”


“Tennessee?”


“I don’t know of but one Nashville. And it’s in Tennessee.”


“You’re a smartass, ain’t you?”


Willy Jack grinned.


From somewhere in the back, in a room behind the bar, Willy Jack heard a toilet flush.


“You know who you look like when you smile?” she said. “John Cougar Mellencamp. Anyone ever told you that before?”


“Sure. Lots of people. You know why? ’Cause he’s my brother.”


“Bullshit. He ain’t your brother.”


“That right? My momma thinks he is.”


“You’re not.”


Willy Jack finished the beer and held the empty glass out to her.


“Show me your driver’s license.”


“Why? You a cop?”


She laughed then, and Willy Jack saw that she was missing her two front teeth. Her gums, where the teeth should have been, were deep red, like she’d put lipstick in that place. Willy Jack was surprised to feel the beginning of an erection.


She filled his glass and handed it back to him.


“Come on. Prove you’re who you say.”


“Wish I could.”


“I knew that was bullshit.”


“Some son of a bitch stole my wallet last night. Right out of my hotel room. Money, credit cards. The works.”


“You mean you don’t have no money? How you gonna pay me for them two beers?”


“Oh, I got a little change.” Willy Jack acted like he was going for his pocket.


“That’s okay. They’re on the house.”


“Jolene?” The voice from the back room, a woman’s, was husky, flat.


The girl squinched up her eyes and made a face like she’d gotten a mouthful of raw egg.


“Yes, ma’am?”


“You filled the salt shakers?”


“Yes, I did.”


The girl grabbed a sack of Morton Salt from a shelf behind her, then twisted the tops off a couple of chunky plastic shakers on the bar. She upended the salt and waved the sack back and forth above the shakers.


“Jolene,” the woman called again.


The girl grinned at Willy Jack as the salt spilled over the shakers and onto the counter. She held the sack until it was empty, the shakers buried beneath a pound of salt.


“Jolene.” The voice was more insistent now.


“What?”


“Put the rest of the Coors and Millers into the case,” the woman yelled.


“Okay.”


The girl walked into a curtained area at one end of the bar and returned with two cases of beer, one on top of the other. She handled the cases easily, without strain. Willy Jack watched as she opened the cold case behind the bar and began loading the hot beer into it. Her jeans pulled up tight into her crotch each time she bent forward, but that wasn’t what excited him. It was that space in her mouth where she had lost her front teeth.


“You a musician, too?” she asked.


“Yeah. Got a gig in Las Vegas if I can get there by tomorrow night.”


“Why it ain’t but eight hours. And that’s doing the speed limit.”


“Hell, I ain’t good at speed limits, but I—”


“Jolene?”


The girl held her finger to her lips, a signal to Willy Jack to be quiet, but he didn’t need a signal. He could hear the impatience in the woman’s voice.


“You talking to someone out there?”


“No.” Jolene rolled her eyes in disgust. “I’m just singing.”


“You can make it easy in eight hours,” the girl whispered to Willy Jack.


“But my car’s out on the highway, out of gas. And I don’t have any cash… no credit cards.”


“Why don’t you call your brother?”


“That’s the problem. He’s in London. On tour.”


“Then call your wife.”


“Don’t have one.”


“Girlfriend?”


“Naw, that’s over. I dumped her.”


“You could hitchhike. Unless you think you’re too good.”


“I done my share of it. But I can’t leave my car.”


“Well, maybe I can help you out.”


“How’s that?”


“I got some money.”


“I sure would—”


“What the hell’s going on?” The voice from the back room belonged to the heavy woman standing in the door. She was wearing a man’s undershirt, black lace underpants and pink Reeboks.


“You open up, Jolene?”


“No, ma’am, but he—”


“You the one decides when we open? Huh? You setting the hours now?”


The woman crossed to the bar, got right in the girl’s face.


“You running the place now?”


“This guy—”


Then the woman turned to Willy Jack. “We’re closed.”


“That right?” he said.


She reached across the bar and grabbed the beer from in front of him.


“You pay for this?”


“I was going to, but—”


“I gave it to him,” the girl said.


“Oh. You open up and you give away beer. My, oh my. I don’t know how I ever run this place without you. Yes sir, the day you…”


The girl scooted around the woman and across to the front door.


“He’s just leaving.” Jolene motioned to Willy Jack. “Go on. Get out.”


Willy Jack pushed back from the bar, then slid off the stool and headed for the door, but he didn’t rush… didn’t hurry.


“You damned right he’s leaving. And so are you if you don’t shape up.”


As he stepped through the door, the girl slammed it behind him. He could still hear the woman’s voice, even when he reached the road. She was yelling about salt.


On his way into town, he passed several trailer houses set back on treeless lots, a roadside fruit stand, abandoned, and a burned barn in a field thick with sagebrush. He crossed over railroad tracks that ran beside a boarded-up filling station—the place where the girl was waiting. She was standing on the concrete island beside the pumps.


“You cleaned up that salt real quick, Jolene.” He tried to say ‘Jolene’ the way the woman had said it.


“I didn’t clean it up.”


“Then I bet you’re gonna get your ass whipped.”


“She ain’t the boss of me.”


“No. I could see that for sure.”


She walked to the road and fell in beside him. “Listen. I’ve got over two hundred dollars I can let you have if you’re interested.”
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