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Songbird


One night, after I turned eight, I heard her sneaking out of our room. A real pretty dress the color of the ink on my school papers hovered above shoes with heels whittled down to little dots at the bottom, the kind that look as though you could kill somebody with them if they were giving you trouble.


So from my spot on the bed, the spot next to the sea-foam green wall, I asked her, “Where you goin’, Mama? Who you going with?’”


And Mama said, “Don't even ask, Myrtle Charmaine.”


PRAISE FOR LISA SAMSON'S


“When I want to smile, when I want my heart to be touched, when I want an honest look at life as we live it, I pick up a book by Lisa Samson and I’m never disappointed. Don't miss SONGBIRD.”


—Robin Lee Hatcher, bestselling author of Firstborn


“SONGBIRD is simply superbl … A beautifully written tale of one woman's remarkable journey. If you haven't yet discovered Lisa Samson, don't waste another moment!”


—Mario Schalesky, author of Cry Freedom and Freedom's Shadow


“Lisa Samson's SONGBIRD reads like a Southern folk poem or road movie with explosions of insight. It's edgy, honest, and rings like a haunting melody. The author pulls you into a waif's world and makes you care what happens to her…. Lisa Samson's an up-and-coming writer who gets downright nosey with her characters—probing inner nits and anatomy to discover what really makes them tick.”


—Janet Chester Bly, author of Hope Lives Here and The Heart of a Runaway


“Lisa Samson's consummate skill as a storyteller shines through her latest work, SONGBIRD. Woven among insights of pure honesty, the story sparkles with hope, encouragement, and healing. I loved this book!”


—Lois Richer, author of Inner Harbor and Blessings in Disguise


“As usual, Lisa Samson delights us with SONGBIRD! Her distinctive writing voice is compelling, lively, and irresistible. A must-read.”


—Nancy Moser, author of The Seat beside Me and The Sister Circle



For my niece, Melissa Chesser, family songbird and my dear friend.


I love you,


—Aunt CeeCee



“None can cure their harms by wailing them.”


—William Shakespeare, Richard III, Act II



Prologue


Good morning, merry sunshine,


How did you wake do soon?


You ‘ve scared the Little stars away,


And shone away the moon.


I watched you go to sleep last night,


Before I stopped my play,


How did you get way over there,


And, pray, where did you stay?


I never go to sleep, dear,


I just go ‘round to see


My little children of the East,


Who ride to watch for me.


I waken all the birds and bees,


And flowers on my way,


Then last of all, the little child


Who stayed out late to play.


I could be digging graves. That's definitely worse.


It's a cold, drizzly Wednesday night in late November. Gravediggers work out in the eight P.M. rain. So off I haul myself to the 7-Eleven, pour up a couple of hot chocolates, slip in a little half-and-half, and slide on back to that small church cemetery right there on Route 29. Imagine my surprise when the fellow down there in the grave, dug only about three feet deep so far, looks up with a smile brighter than the generator-powered light that shines down into the crisp-edged rectangular hole. Now, I don't know much about much, really, but I say when you take the trouble to stop and buy a couple of hot chocolates at the 7-Eleven, and one of the men you hand them to happens to look like Mel Gibson's younger brother, right there's your reward from the Almighty.


I present them the hot chocolates for “When you want to get a little warm,” and accept their “Thank you, now”s. I realize I should say, “God bless you” or something, you know, to fill them in on the fact that my kindness was due to the kindness Jesus bestowed upon me, but I only manage this crazy little salute before I wheel around and almost get plonkered by a hitherto unseen pickup truck backing toward the gravesite.


Thank the good Lord I am able to bite back, “Goodness gracious, you almost had to dig an extra one for me!” And give the fabled grandma Min yet another reason to roll over in the grave I have no idea whether or not she occupies? No, thank you.


So I drive along home to our RV practicing my new solo, “Beulah Land, Sweet Beulah Land,” and tell my husband, Harlan, all about it and we laugh ourselves a good one. Harlan's bald with flimsy hazel eyes, but his pulpit voice, the main attraction of the Harlan Hopewell Evangelistic Crusade, I imagine tints even the angel Gabriel a light shade of green. And I love him.


And you know how they say, “No good deed goes unpunished”? Well, I drag red clay from the gravesite all over our carpet. See? That's when I know I’ve done something right, because the Devil has to get the last word. I know this because each day I have to talk myself out of bed and into the hum of life, and old Scratch does his darndest to win that battle, too.


The great thing about God is that He'll always answer your prayers. One day, oh, years ago after I turned sixteen and had run away from my second foster home, I just prayed to the Lord. I prayed, Lord, help me to see ways to make folks feel like they're worth something. Because I can tell you this, when you feel like you're worth nothing, the thought of living with that for the rest of your life feels like looking down a hole dug clear through to China. Only there's no China at the end. And you know what? God answers that prayer all the time! So many chances greet me out there every day, I force myself to pick and choose which ones to act on! God is so good.


Just like the song says.


Back in 1960 my mama, Isla Whitehead, thought otherwise. At least I guess so. My birth occurred on a night in December so warm I broke my first sweat at the ripe old age of one hour. It hit eighty that day. A record-breaker for sure! And I don't know why I broke a sweat, other than maybe somehow I envisioned the road before me. And my mama went and named me Myrtle. Myrtle Charmaine Whitehead. Now you just tell me if that isn't a name a girl will do her solemn best to slough off right out of the starting gate?


One time Mama said she recognized the trappings of something special built right into me: fame, fortune, notoriety, she never did say. The Lord only knows how someone can tell that by looking at a newborn. Mama claimed infallibility about such matters. Mama claimed the powers of ESP. Of course, she also used to say she knew enough dirt about Queen Elizabeth II to dethrone the poor woman!


Oh, my lands! However, my few memories of very early childhood: sunny days in the park near Lynchburg College, cheese sandwiches by the river, Easter dresses, and cat's cradle, I force myself to recall for my own sake, not for Mama's. I remember the song she always sang when she woke me up, “Good Morning, Merry Sunshine,” but when she stopped singing it to me, I can't say.


Mama wore no golden band from the time I could remember. So far as I know, marriage and Mama never crossed paths. Isla Whitehead was the Woman at the Well but without any marriage certificates to fall back on. If Jesus struck up a conversation with her down by the drinking fountain at the market downtown, He wouldn't ask her the question, “Woman, have you a husband?” because, back then, Mama would have said “yes,” and that would have just been a flat-out lie. Nothing like the Woman at the Well who told the truth, part of the truth, and nothing but part of the truth. As my little King James Bible says, “God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth He any man.” So He might just have asked her how many men she had, and Mama might have said two, to which He would have replied, “You rightly say. You've had two men, and another twenty to boot.” Although, I can't quite picture my Lord and Savior using the phrase “to boot.”


I can, however, picture the expression of love in His eyes for Mama. It's the same one He has for me, too. “Jesus Lover of my soul, let me to Thy bosom fly.”


Just like the song says.


Oh, I like all the songs.


As far as I know, Lynchburg never labeled Mama as the local strumpet or some such derision-filled title. I never knew about her nights out until I’d aged a bit. And the proverbial train of “uncles” never hokey-pokied through our little rented room. She just lucked out that I slept like Gulliver and never knew she'd flown our sad little life for however brief a time.


In fact, I knew nothing of Mama's dark, insatiable penchant for men and that her life of dates, clandestine love affairs, and dangerous caterwauling had been so widespread until I reached maturity and assembled the puzzle years after she discarded me.


Even now, I have many unanswered questions. But isn't that life?


Anyway, we all have only one tale to tell, our own. And usually questions remain and all we can do is be glad we're alive to field them right on into eternity.

Part One
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Mama waited tables down at the Texas Inn, right where Route 29 dipped back up from its sojourn across the bridge that spanned the James River. Now, coming down the big hill before the river you can get the prettiest view of the city of Lynchburg, Virginia. The streets are layered in tiers downtown as though some building farmer decided to employ the Inca method. Beginning with Main Street, jumping up to Church Street, then Court, and finally Clay, downtown just sort of hovers there, the steeples sometimes piercing the morning mist from the river, sometimes glowing like holy swords of fire in the afternoon sun. Now that I’m an adult I appreciate this view, but back in the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, it wasn't so well lit and some folks thought downtown would never bounce back to the glory days.


The Texas Inn, serving chili and barbecue and egg sandwiches and the like, drew in all manner of truckers back in those days. Guys with names like Norman and Al and Bobby-Jay gathered from far and wide just to steal a glimpse of the saucy waitress with the pearly teeth. See, Mama, well, she was flat-out the prettiest waitress there. I grew up hunched awkwardly at the counter, penciling schoolwork, weighed down by the red frizzy ponytail I usually gathered myself thereby accidentally achieving a topsy-turvy effect. Listening to the juke-box blurt out country-western music and the occasional rock n’ roll tune like “Sweet Home Alabama,” I watched as Mama worked her magic on the customers. She never introduced me to her customers, even the regulars.


I guess I couldn't blame her.


“Ask for Isla. She'll treat you right,” folks leaving informed those just walking through the doorway. I just didn't know how right she treated them! I just thought she was sassy and smart and daring and removed, as if humans wasted her time unless they were admiring her and even then, she met compliments with snappy derision.


“That Isla is something else!”


“Isla darlin’, you just come on over here and refill my coffee and we'll talk about things.”


She'd say, “Stuff it in your pants, Joe, there's plenty of room down there.”


And they'd just laugh.


“That Isla sure ain't hard on the eyes, is she, Stanley?”


And Mama wasn't. I disappointed her that way, I know. We looked nothing alike, this harsh white and red, bloodshot eye of a child and her black-eyed Susan mama. Mama's brown hair radiated a golden warmth and she always wore it straight down, its waves curving around her sweet, valentine face. Olive complexioned with reddish brown lips, she talked smart to the men, hands on hips, chin pointed high as though she really had no business waiting tables at the Texas Inn. Mama's way of answering questions without really answering them kept them at bay, yet happy, and when a rare jovial mood visited her, all sorts of crazy stories from sparkling lips entertained them, tales of escapades filled with phrases like, “And then he took out his,” and she'd lean far forward, exposing her bosoms all the while keeping my little ears from hearing her words.


She never seemed to inhabit her eyes. Not really.


I only knew this about her: Mama came to Lynchburg in 1956 as a freshman at Randolph Macon Women's College and never left. She told me she grew up in Suffolk, Virginia, and had planned on never seeing the place again.


“It's the most boring, stuffiest old place you've ever seen. And your grandma Min is the most boring, stuffiest old woman you've ever seen. Who needs the ‘peanut capital of the world’? We can have lots of fun right here in Lynchburg. So don't ask to go there, Myrtle,” she said.


And I didn't ask. Because when fun and Mama collided, the party lasted for weeks! But most times, Mama distanced herself from me and everyone else, it seemed, and when she didn't want to talk about something, she wouldn't. She'd just sip on her glass of “medicinal gin” and pretend you never asked a thing. Sometimes she stared out between the blinds and talked about Queen Elizabeth.


She'd go on vacation usually after one of those times. Somehow Mrs. Blackburn always knew when Mama really needed a vacation. And I’d spend those days with Mrs. Blackburn, sitting on her porch overlooking the street. And I’d watch all those college girls and realize I’d never walk in their shoes. I knew that then, somehow, as well as I knew when looking at National Geographics at school that I’d never be living by a mud hut, wearing a thousand necklaces above bare breasts.


One particular student named Margie would take me out for milk shakes when Mama was on vacation. She'd say, “Rich or poor, it doesn't matter. This sort of thing hits women of all walks and ages. Believe me, my mother goes at least once or twice a year, so I know firsthand.” I really thought she was talking about vacations so I said, “How nice for her,” and she'd say, “You don't get it yet, do you, Myrtle?”


“Get what?” I’d ask.


She'd just smile and say, “Good for you.”


One night, after I turned eight, I heard Mama sneaking out of our room. A real pretty dress the color of the blue ink on my school papers hovered above shoes with heels whittled down to little dots at the bottom, the kind that look as though you could kill somebody with if they were giving you trouble.


So from my spot on the bed, the spot next to the sea-foam green wall, I asked her, “Where you goin’, Mama? Who you going with?”


And Mama said, “Out. Don't even ask, Myrtle Charmaine, because you're old enough now to be here for a couple of hours by yourself.” But she couldn't hide the sparkle in her eyes.


“What if there's a fire or something?”


“You just find Mrs. Blackburn. She'll take care of you; you know that. But it had better only be because there's a fire or something. I’m so excited, Myrtle.”


“But what about if I get sick?”


“Your towel's hanging right there.” She pursed her lips.


“But—”


She shook her head and finger and grabbed my ear with a twist. “I mean it, Myrtle. If I find out you went out of this room while I’m out, you'll wish you hadn't!”


“Oh, Mama!”


“Shut up, now, Myrtle.” She let go. “Let this be a nice time for me.”


And so I said nothing else, because when Mama really exploded it was like a ball of blue lightning circling down the chimney to what had seemed like a fine party only a moment before. A blue ball skirting about the room like the Tazmanian Devil. And when she exploded she said some cruel things. I kept a list so I wouldn't say them to my own kids someday.


1. You ruined my life.


2. You don't appreciate anything I do for you.


3. How did I end up stuck with you?


4. Get out of my face, Myrtle, I can't bear to see you for one more second.


She called me the name of a female dog a lot. Even now I can't speak that word or write it, and people use it so flippantly it makes my teeth ache.


And Mama never asked me to do anything.


“Get over here.”


“Go away.”


“Fix that hair of yours, Myrtle. You look like a clown.”


Now, a lot of the kids at school had parents that spanked them good. But Mama always gave me the silent treatment after her tirades. I’d rather have been walloped and been done with it. One time, when I brought Vicki Miller home with me from school, Mama rewarded me with a two-hour lecture I could barely comprehend and an icy silence for three days afterward. We ate some lonely meals together over at the soda fountain in the drugstore by the college for a while and I figured if I ever crossed her again, only something big and worth more than Vicki Miller would do.


My nosebleeds started around then. Mama jumped on that, telling me not to come down to the restaurant after school anymore, saying, “Nobody wants you to bleed all over their corn dog, Myrtle. And I wager the sight of you caused them to lose their appetites anyway.”


Mama sure was right, though, about bringing Vicki home because before then, nobody knew much about me and where I lived. And Vicki told everybody about our little rented room, saying, “Imagine that! Myrtle Whitehead doesn't even live in a house! She just lives in a little room near the college, with lots of other college girls in the house.” And then, just so she didn't indisputably prove herself the Devil incarnate she had turned out to be, she added a, “Poor Myrtle.”


See, Mama made sure my clothes looked nice because she was proud like that and I think she tried to do the best she could with the Raggedy Anne daughter she found herself responsible for. She skimped on issues of lodging, food, and transportation. It didn't matter what the weather, Mama always walked down to the Texas Inn to save bus fare. And I can't even begin to tell you how many leftover egg sandwiches rolled up in three layers of napkin I ate for breakfast before school.


I never knew life could be any different.


I looked out the window that night Mama left in such excitement. The man down there, he looked like a no-good. With golden rings, bracelets, and patent leather shoes for company, his overall appearance gave off more shade than the oak trees lining Rivermont Avenue.


I sure didn't like the way he laid a hand on Mama's rear end.


Pretending I slept, I felt Mama climb into the bed beside me hours later. “See, Minerva Whitehead? I can make out just fine on my own,” she whispered with a drunk laugh.


I felt a movement in the bed and winked open my eye and she lay there fluttering a wrist encircled by a new gold bracelet. Slim, and light. I’d seen them in the jewelry store window downtown. They cost next to nothing.


“Real gold,” she giggled.


I felt reasonably sure Minerva Whitehead, the grandma I’d never known, didn't think that going out on dates with shady guys like that no-good counted as making out just fine at all.
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Ibegan singing at five years old. Mama would drop me off at First Baptist Church right on Rivermont Avenue at nine o'clock on Sunday mornings and she'd continue on toward downtown and heaven knows what. This Sunday school teacher named Mrs. Evans taught us little songs like, “Shadrach Meshach and Abednego,” “Dare to Be a Daniel,” “My Lord Knows the Way Through the Wilderness,” and my favorite one about the Devil sitting on a tack. Mrs. Evans approached me one day just as we finished singing “The Happy Day Express” and said, “Myrtle, the Lord has given you a gift.”

And I looked around for a bright package somewhere in the room. “I don't see nothin’, Miz Evans.”

Mrs. Evans laughed and her dark, straight hair swung back and forth like wind chimes in the breeze, and her pretty blue eyes scrunched up like pansies before they bloom. “It's not in a box, Myrtle, unless you count your voice box.”

Then she told me that God's gift to me was my singing voice. “You never forget who gave you your pretty voice, Myrtle. Some gifts God blesses us with because we've taken the time to work hard at them, but some of them, special ones like you've got are just flat-out free.”

I hugged her then and she felt so warm. When she hugged me back I cried. Her warmth, her sweetness, her joy ran like waters in the desert. I look back on that moment now and I realize that Mrs. Evans saved my life right then. And even to this day, when I imagine my larynx I picture a little gift box there in my throat, given to me by God so that I can return the favor. It's wrapped in dark blue paper with gold stars. And gold ribbon—the real fabric kind, that shimmers and glows with each note that comes from beneath the lid—holds it all together.
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My relationship with Mama had its redeeming times every so often, like shopping together for school clothes or my Easter dress. One year when I was nine I tried on a lavender dress and coat, the kind with the little silk bouquet of flowers pinned at the collar. I slowly slid the latch of the dressing room door to the right, anticipating her displeasure upon the revelation of my person. You see, I’d swung a lot the day before at recess, creating a tangle of auburn thicker than a bed of sea kelp, and my scalp still hadn't recovered from the brushing she'd given my hair. I’d screamed and cried, but that one crack of the brush to the side of my head cured that. I looked like a blotched piece of chicken in a dress.


She sat there on an upholstered fold-out chair near the dressing room door. “Turn around, Myrtle.” Her index finger up to her mouth, she looked me over, nodding slowly. “Yes, ma'am, that will do.” And that year, she knelt down and pulled me close and said, “You really are a pretty thing, Myrtle Charmaine. And someday, we'll just put a little permanent wave in that hair of yours to calm things down, but for now, you're little, and it works just fine.”


I never knew what to believe.


I hid the rest of my nosebleeds from her. But she never let me come back to the restaurant except for dinner a few times. And the nosebleeds only surfaced with greater frequency as though my body tried in any way possible to release what had become pent up inside of me.


She met him the December before she threw off the mantle of motherhood. The snazzy guy from Washington, D.C. Nothing like that no-good Lynchburg fellow she traded up for years before, this man reeked of savior faire. He topped quite a list:


1. Old Guy. Nothing distinct about him.


2. Salesman Guy. He always shook her hand and said, “Hi, good to see you.”


3. Bald Guy. My favorite. I swear he used to be a friar or something. Hardly a man inclined to caterwaul with a woman like my Mama.


A woman like my mama.


If that isn't a too tight shoe I don't know what is.


There were more. Cowboy Guy. Trucker Guy. And lots more Old Guys. Oh, my lands, more than any woman's fair share of Old Guys bobbed their way down Mama's list.


“Don't go near that window when you hear the horn blow, Myrtle.”


I watched her get ready. Just like most little girls do, I guess, I found my mother fascinating. Now, when she went to work at the Texas Inn, she wore her hair real simple, either straight down, or back in a headband or a low ponytail. But that night, I’ll never forget the way she pulled it up into a French twist, and how the golden streaks in the brown of her hair shimmered like a hundred glowing rivers back into the whirlpool of hair at the crown of her regal head.


Her long neck gleamed white in the light of the small, frilly lamp on the school desk that performed double duty as my place of study and her vanity. So there she sat, her elbow bent against the wooden surface, an eyebrow pencil in her slim clutch, and she worked it so smoothly, first on her eyelids, then in quick little strokes on her brows. “And I’m not sure when I’ll be home, so don't even ask.”


“You look so pretty, Mama.”


“I do? You really think so, Myrtle?”


“You're the prettiest lady in Lynchburg, Mama.”


“Let's hope Jeremy thinks so.”


Jeremy! That sounded like a classy name.


“Why are you being so nice, Myrtle? You get in trouble at school today?”


“No, ma'am.”


She rooted in the drawer for the lipstick brush. Sometimes when I’d get home from school, I’d sit there and pull the cap off her lipstick brush. I’d twist the bristles into view and do my own lips with the residue left from when she'd painted on her lipstick before work. One day I forgot to wipe it off before she came home and she said, “Myrtle, you look like a tramp. Wash your mouth right now.”


But that night, Mama seemed so excited. “Myrtle, things might just change for us. I feel like good luck is in the air.” She shook as though a little engine puttered inside of her.


Despite Mama's warning, I watched her slip into the man's car and was thankful she didn't look up at the window, because a nosebleed gushed. When it stopped, I walked down to First Baptist for the Christmas pageant rehearsal.


Mrs. Evans sat in the sanctuary with the rest of the kids and she waved real big and motioned me over, as if her arm said, “Now, just you get on over here, you sweet thing.”


And I ran down the aisle, no thoughts of nosebleeds or Mama's dates. Mrs. Evans basted everybody together as though an invisible thread passed through each body and then stitched me in right between her left side and the end of the pew. She curled her arm around me and squeezed a little. “We're singing ‘Away in the Manger,’ the one with that pretty tune you don't hear too often.”


I shook my head. “I don't know which one you mean.”


So she hummed it in my ear. “You got that?”


I nodded.


“Sing it back, with the words.”


And so I did, and Mrs. Evans's eyes grew. “You're a peach, Myrtle Whitehead. How about singing a solo?”


“I’ve never sung a solo.”


“It'll be fine.”


Since Mrs. Evans said it, I believed it.


“That settles it, then.” She squeezed again. “You'll sing the song, and James'll be Joseph, Ida will be Mary and have you seen the Stuarts’ brand-new baby?”


I nodded.


“He'll be the Baby Jesus.”


And you know, Mama sat right there the night we put on the pageant, right on the fourth row, on the center aisle, and when I began to sing, she cried. She just cried and cried and I felt so bad.


“Why were you crying, Mama?” I asked afterward. “Were you sad?”


“Not really, Myrtle.” She held my mittened hand in hers and we walked slowly down Rivermont Avenue toward home. Mama seemed so normal that night.


“Then why were you crying?”


“Don't even ask.”


It was the last important question I’d ask her for the next fifteen years or so.
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That December brought a change in her that I still don't understand. Perhaps it was designed to give me more cause for regret upon her desertion, or perhaps it served as something to cling to in those subsequent years when all I really had was memories.

That Christmas morning, we decided to attend Rivermont Presbyterian, closer to home, and the prettiest church you've ever seen. My how those ladies decorated that year. Candles flickered in hurricane lamps on each windowsill, their tiny spark of glow a twin of the picture of the little oil lamps pieced together in the stained glass of the windows above. The lacy screen up front supported feathery fir garlands and velvet bows and fresh fruit.

I sniffed the lush, yuletide perfume of the hushed, candle-softened sanctuary as we tiptoed in that morning. Mama did, too, and she took my hand and whispered, “There's nothing like the smell of fresh pine, is there, Myrtle?”

And I shook my head. “I do believe they should bottle it, Mama.”

Isla Whitehead awarded me one of her few chuckles. “They do, Myrtle Charmaine. It's called Pine-Sol.”

And we had ourselves a laugh as I fingered the soft wool of my new scarf, noticing, for the first time, a tiny little bluebird embroidered in the corner of one end. Mrs. Evans knitted scarves while she watched TV at night. And that Christmas, she gave one to me. Even Mama thought it pretty though she didn't have much of a heart for “homemade things” in general. But now, years later, whenever I take the winter things out of storage, there it sits in the box, shimmering baby blue and silver and cream. I do believe I’ll have it dry-cleaned one day and wear it for the season.

None of the nearby restaurants turned on their lights that Christmas Day, and all of the college girls had traveled far and wide, and were now snug at home in Connecticut with fire-places, or Atlanta or Richmond with their spacious warm kitchens decorated with hanging brass pots and the finest in cutlery, or even Los Angeles with clear swimming pools, sparkling plastic beverage holders in a wide variety of colors, and palm trees cha-chaing with ocean zephyrs. The girl with the room next to ours hailed from California and her parents named her La Fontaine, a name much preferable to Myrtle, I can say with utter conviction. Nobody knew how she kept that tan all year round, but me and Mama suspected the two battered Chinese screens and three disposable pot roast pans we found one day up on the flat roof of the house had something to do with it.

To our surprise, however, when we returned from church a wide basket perched right in front of our doorway. Now Mama had been planning on us having squirt cheese on Ritz crackers, Vienna sausages, Slim Jims, and a variety pack of Frito-Lay products for our Christmas dinner. She'd even placed four Yoo-Hoos and a pint of High's eggnog outside on our window ledge.

“Look!” Mama cried, and she bent down and read the pretty card.

“Who's it from, Mama?”

“Don't even ask, Myrtle.”

So much for a nice Christmas.

I figured that snazzy man from Washington, D.C. figured into the whole mysterious equation.

“Can I see what's inside of it?”

“Of course, Myrtle, don't be a fool! Let's quick get inside before anybody sees.”

Well, what a basket, is all I can say! Fancy stuff in there. Crackers, caviar, cream cheese, a half bottle of champagne made up our first course. Next came cheese straws, a cute little Danish canned ham, pâté, and some grapes. And by then we were so stuffed we couldn't eat the dessert.

I fell asleep on the bed. Mama stayed there with me that evening and her happy mood increased. We'd eaten fancy food and nobody was taking her off on a date that night. Mama just sat at the window drinking champagne. Before I drifted off she said, “Myrtle, what would you think of us having a house someday?”

I said I’d like that just fine. And after I woke up from my nap, we ate pecan tartlets, fine chocolates, and drank up the eggnog. For the first time I realized why people said, “Merry Christmas.” In fact, until that day, I never really thought much about the salutation at all, what people really said, or why they even said it.

“Merry Christmas, Mama.”

And Mama only smiled and sipped some more.
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Down at Mrs. Evans's house she draped those new little twinkly kind of lights on almost every bush. At least they shone new back then and so different from those big, pasty, colored lights people clipped onto the branches of their firs, yews, and azaleas. The first Christmas she used them, Mrs. Evans's lights blazoned intense colors, the filament of the bulbs standing staunch behind a thick coating of sheer pigment. The second year, they shone a bit paler, and by the end of that season, with all the rain that fell, the color had cracked some, flaked off some. White light beamed through the fissures.

I loved those lights.

I loved them more when the white shone through because her yard glowed brighter, happier. But I remember most the day after the big-basket Christmas when Mama took me for a walk after dark to look at the decorations. It was the first year for Mrs. Evans's twinkly little lights and I thought, “How beautiful!” In fact, I said just that.

“I think so, too, Myrtle,” Mama said above my head. “Maybe one day we'll have lights like that on a house of our own.”

Now, Mama never talked like this even three months before. She'd never muttered hopeful sentiments, someday wishes, or even regretful what-ifs. Many times Mama said to me, “Myrtle, life is what it is. You've either got to deal your own cards, or take what comes. But if you choose the latter, then don't bellyache.”

Well, we stood there in rapt pleasure at Mrs. Evans's lights when her green door opened, splaying light across the brown grass like a searchlight on a field of desert troops in close formation. “Is that you, Myrtle?” she hollered.

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Come on, Myrtle, let's go,” Mother whispered.

But I broke free and ran up to the porch. Silent treatment or no silent treatment, nosebleeds or no nosebleeds, I wasn't going to hurt Mrs. Evans's feelings to save myself from Mama. I experienced a panic, as though an unseen hand drew battle lines and I’d better get myself on the winning side quickly.

Mama's explosions came and went, but Mrs. Evans's love never waned.

Of course, Mrs. Evans hugged me tight and acted like seeing me was akin to the news that World War II ended. And I hugged her back.

“Is that your Mama out there, Myrtle?”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Well, come on up!” Mrs. Evans hollered. “I just put the kettle on.” And she waved her arm like usual, the plump length of it encased in a tan woolen, hand-knit sweater, the kind with a metal zipper running up the front.

I eyed Mama, praying my heart out that the good mood would continue somehow. I knew better than to open my mouth and cloud her mood.

Mama walked up the drive with a strained smile, obviously controlled by something deeply ingrained. The woman who waited tables at the Texas Inn became, I suspect, the young woman from Suffolk with a mother named Minerva. “Thank you. But we only have a minute.”

I didn't say a word. One thing we always had was time.

“Well, we'll take what we can get, right Myrtle?” Mrs. Evans said to me.

And I still didn't say a thing, I just nodded and let her usher me into her warm little white rancher at the end of Rowland Drive.

“That's a beautiful magnolia you have out there,” Mama said. “And I so enjoyed the pageant! I never knew Myrtle could sing like that.”

“Isn't she a peach?”

“Well, she sure didn't get the talent from me. I can't carry a tune in a bucket.”

“Must be from Myrtle's father.”

And Mama didn't say a word. She just nodded. Because believe me, I asked the father question long before that day and, well, it doesn't take a genius to imagine her response.

“Let me get that tea. How do you like it?”

And we told her. Nothing in it for Mama, a little milk and some sugar for me.

Mrs. Evans produced a plate the size of a truck tire supporting sugar cookies she and her teenage children must have baked. They gathered with us, too, two girls with long brown hair and a nice-looking black-haired boy who towered over the rest of them. Laughter and crumbs mixed together there with the smell of our tea, the Christmas tree, and the fire going on the grate in the living room.

Mama sat like a fence post, and even when one of the girls sat down at a Miles Kimball-type piano and played Christmas carols, the music tinny and bright, she looked as though her thoughts were landed in Alaska or Zimbabwe.

Who are you? I suddenly remembered the woman who used to sing me awake each morning.

When the music started, an old lady inchwormed into the room with an aluminum walker. She wore her white hair piled high like a dollop of Cool Whip and the makeup that overlaid her wrinkles appeared somewhat clownish, the way too much makeup does on old people, but she smiled and bared these big yellow teeth and her eyes sparkled just like her daughter's. The whole family waved her over the way, I know now, all the Evanses do, and she plopped down in a lounger. The cute boy pulled the wooden handle at the side to make good use of the footrest.

“That's my mother,” Mrs. Evans said. “Mama! This here is Myrtle, the little girl I told you about. My Sunday school class's little songbird.”

“Hey,” I said.

“And this is her mother, Isla Whitehead.”

“Nice to meet you,” the older lady said with a bright smile. “My name's Sara Jaffrey.”

Mama greeted her.

So we sat and drank our tea, ate some cookies, sang some songs, and had the first real family moment I could ever remember.

These days, I look back to that night and I try to re-create it at least once during the holidays. I made the mistake one year of going stylish with my lights. White lights everywhere. But it wasn't the same. So I dragged out the old-fashioned colored ones the next year, went to Wal-Mart to make sure I had enough bulbs to replace the burnouts, and baked more cookies than usual. I think people weigh themselves down in the aim of achieving effect. We ride by folks’ houses with blinking lights, flashing spirals of color waltzing in bare branches, and I think to myself those people know a little something extra. They know what they like and well, that's enough.

“Don't think of yourself more highly than you ought,” the New Testament says, and I think that includes things like Christmas decorations. I’ve met the folk that have the perfect garlands and sprays and wreaths, the folk that live in Williamsburg-style houses. And I’ve met the folk that live at the edge of town in two-bedroom ranch houses that have Frosty the Snowman, lights playing tag around the roof, and a Rudolph stuck askew somewhere on the lawn. I’d rather sit in the home of the latter with an errant couch spring poking my derriere because, truthfully, they're glad to have me, and they never look at my shoes and wonder where I’d been before I got there.
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The day Mama left was the worst day of my life. I’ve had some rough patches since then, but no other day sticks its thorns into my memory like that day.

When I got off of the bus that Friday, I pulled my hood up over my ears and ran right up onto the porch. Now, our boarding house, long and narrow, had porches up at the front. One porch upstairs, one down. Of course, we didn't live in a porch room, but Mrs. Blackburn did, the lady who owned the place and took care of me from time to time. She lived upstairs in an apartment with two bedrooms, a living room, a private bathroom, and a kitchen.

January had hit hard for Lynchburg, the temperatures barely making it above freezing the entire week. Usually Mrs. Blackburn sat outside on her porch watching the kids walk home from school and the college girls arrive back from their day of classes at Randy Mac.

Not today.

After spidering up the steps inside using both arms and legs, I dug for the key that hung on a chain around my neck and rested beneath my blouse against my flat chest.

I scooped it out, bent over some, and shoved it into the lock.

“I’m home!” I yelled, knowing that Mamas shift at the Texas Inn ended around 3:30, but every once in a while Mama arrived home early and so I tried to holler just in case.

No answer.

Oh, well.

I pulled the key out of the lock, scooped my schoolbag up higher on my shoulder, and shut the door behind me.

The bed lay before me, bare, just a pile of mattresses and a brown frame. The linens nowhere in sight, I figured maybe Mama decided to go down to the washateria.

The drawers gaped open in geriatric smiles, dark recesses evident behind their grin.

No clothes?

I ran over and peered in.

Huh?

And then, I saw it. On the white vanity desk an envelope lay, bleeding white sterility into its blanched surroundings. I almost didn't even notice it except for the one word scribbled on the front.

“Myrtle.”

Okay, this seemed odd, but every once in a while Mama could surprise you.

Nevertheless, my hands shook as I tore the envelope with my thumb. The ragged edge sliced into my finger, a deeper than normal paper cut. I quickly pulled my pointer up to my mouth and sucked hard as though each slice of one's skin had a proper allotment of blood bestowed upon it and if I sucked it out quickly the whole thing would be over and done with in a much more efficient manner.

Finishing the task, I noted an orange-red smear on the envelope.

“Oh, no!”

But I pulled out the sheet of notepad paper, watched as four twenty-dollar bills wafted to the floor, then filled my lungs with air that felt needy and hot and deficient. I allowed my eyes to do their job.

“Dear Myrtle Charmaine,” it said. “I’ve gone away for a spell. Nothing you should worry about, though.”

Away? Not worry? What was going on?

“I know you're probably wondering how I can just leave town like this, but Myrtle, I’m so excited! I’m going off to prepare a better life for us. And it won't take long.”

How long was long?

“Just go on up to Mrs. Blackburn's like usual and hand her the rent money here in this envelope. I’ll be back in a couple of weeks.”

I calculated. Sixty dollars for Mrs. Blackburn. Twenty for me, I guessed. I read on.

“The new little fridge is packed full with a half gallon of milk, some butter, and as much lunch meat as I could get inside. There's four boxes of cereal in the closet, two loaves of bread, a jar of peanut butter and … oh … well, you just see for yourself. I even left a couple boxes of Little Debbie treats for after school that I think you'll enjoy. I washed up the bed linens but didn't have time to put them on. They're in the closet as well.”

It was right then that fear pounced upon me. And I’m not talking some cute little kitten pounce. This was a pounce a big load of bricks might make if it possessed the wherewithal.

Two weeks?

“Now just go to school as usual. Study hard and you make sure you still go to church. DON'T TELL ANYBODY ABOUT THIS! I’ll be home soon enough, Myrtle Charmaine.

“Get to bed early. I don't want you staying up all night just because you think you can get away with it.”

Oh, yeah, right. Mama!

“And don't let anyone in the door. Not even people you know. And please don't forget to wash your hair once a week and take a bath twice. I left an extra can of my spray deodorant in the desk. I noticed this morning you should probably start using it.”

I shook my head. Deodorant. Now this was just the icing on the cake!

“Be careful. I’ll be home in two weeks. And by then we'll probably be able to move away from this little town to a real house.

“Sincerely, your mama, Isla Jean Whitehead.”
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Ive lived inside of days where I’ve only known I was alive because of the toenail clippings I saved in a sandwich Baggie.

Nobody has a right to be happy. We earn it. Plain and simple. We earn it by learning, by being alone. And we learn through experience.

Maybe that's what the whole “pursuit of happiness” means.

Sometimes, even now, especially when polishing my toenails, I remember how God deserted me when I was only eleven years old. Only a month of desertion, but more desperation, more fear, more loneliness and anxiety had been packed into that month than most people experience in a lifetime.

When Mama left and I still lived in our room, I saved all my toenail clippings. I did that for the next six years. Because when I looked at that bag, I knew for sure I was really alive. That Myrtle Charmaine Whitehead still existed and wasn't a figment of my imagination or anyone else's.
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I waited out the two weeks as Mama said and as the money was lasting longer than planned I waited another two just to give her some leeway. I figured buying big houses in Maryland or someplace up north took time.

I went to school as usual, guarding my secret not only for Mama but for myself. Everything seemed magnified. The math numbers got bigger on my page. My signature looked all wrong, too loopy and ill-defined. Every day, as I sat doing spelling tests, looking up the definitions to vocabulary words, and swinging on the swings ever so slowly, I just knew that it would be the day Mama returned. I read the note a thousand times, searching for clues, claiming promises.

But time never feels inclined to stop. The cereal was gone, the milk, too. I’d scraped every last smear of peanut butter from the jar until I could see my room clearly through the curves of its sides. The money was gone. I became hungry enough to act.

So I did what any eleven-year-old would do when faced with a dilemma. I called on the one person I trusted to take matters into good hands.

The Christmas lights, though unplugged, still hung from the boxwoods, and I walked up the drive and around the side to the kitchen door.

Mrs. Evans already stood there, shaking out a tea towel. “Myrtle? What a nice surprise!”

“Can I come in? I think I got a problem.”

So she waved her arm, said, “Of course,” and helped me take off my slicker. “Come sit right here in the living room. You want a snack or something?”

“No, ma'am.”

And then my nose started bleeding again. Doggone it! As if things weren't bad enough!

Mrs. Evans, who nursed down at Virginia Baptist Hospital, jumped up and came back with a clean dish towel.

“You sure you want me to bleed all over this?” I asked with my hand cupped under my nostrils, picturing a little white nurse's cap on her dark hair.

“Who wants to bleed into a paper product?”

So I held it on up there.

She took my other hand. “Mama's asleep but she won't be for long. You have that look about you like it's a private matter.”

“It is.” The towel snuffed my tones.

“Why don't you pinch up there on the bridge of your nose? And hold your head back, honey. That should help.”

I obeyed, noticing the cobwebs in the corner, the way the wall near the fireplace lost its hold on the ceiling just a tad, the way the light from the corner windows feathered against the graying paint. I noticed how sickening it is to feel your own blood sliding down the inner surface of your throat.

It worked though. Like a charm. Now why didn't Mama ever tell me to do that?

“So what is it you have to say?” she asked as my sight regained its normal vista.

“It's Mama, Missus Evans. She left.”

“Are you sure she's not down at the restaurant?”

I shook my head and handed her the ragged note.

There are times when life stands still. I know, we all experience those moments. But just then it seemed every little dart of her eyes over Mama's handwriting took minutes. And I heard Mama voicing words, but not the words there on the stationery.

Nobody wants you bleeding all over their corn dogs, Myrtle.

Myrtle, wipe that lipstick off right now, you look like a tramp.

Don't even ask, Myrtle.

Don't even ask, Myrtle.

Don't even ask, Myrtle.

Mrs. Evans looked up and tears filled and spilled over those pansy eyes all in one go. “Oh, sweet pea. Oh, honey. Oh, you poor sweet lamb.”

Sweet lamb.

And her arms spiraled around me and her love filled up the spaces that people like grandmas and sisters and aunts and uncles were supposed to fill.

“My poor little songbird.”

I couldn't cry. I know she expected that, but I couldn't. I stayed right there in the circle of tan woolen knit, though. Finally I muttered, “I didn't know where else to go.”

“You came to the right place. You know a peach like you is welcomed here anytime. And I’m so glad you picked me to come to.”

As if my life overflowed with thoughtful, sweater-girded fairy godmothers who lived on quiet cul-de-sacs in real houses with things like stoves and toilets. Thoughtful women just waiting for me to ask them to take care of me!

“Now, I’ve got a package of butter cookies. You want some Kool-Aid or a milk?”

“Milk, please.”

“All right.”

“Are they the kind of cookies that look like flowers with holes in them?”

“Yep. I’m going to make a couple of phone calls, then we'll go on back to your house and get your things.”

“We don't have a house.”

That didn't phase Mrs. Evans. “Well, we'll go to your home, then.”

Didn't she hear me?

Well, she'd see soon enough that Myrtle Charmaine Whitehead was nothing more than boarding house trash.
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At fourteen years of age I had just begun to menstruate. The nosebleeds cleared up within two months of moving in with the Evanses. My nickname became Peach. In all my life up until that time I never thought I’d have a nickname.

Now I don't know much about much, really, but I say, when people care about you enough to shorten your name, or give another one altogether, well, what a blessing.

One time, after Harlan and I got married I met the sweetest little family at a church in Spartanburg, South Carolina, where the crusade was going full swing. A newborn baby named Stephanie graced their arms. And I said, “Hey, little Stephie-boo.”

“Her name is Stephanie!”

Well, that just shocked me. I felt my eyes go all round at the father's tone and do you know I just cried? Like an idiot, I just let ’em flow right there in the vestibule, I felt so hurt. Didn't they realize? Didn't they know? Was their love for their child that taken for granted? Was others’ love for that baby taken for granted, too?

Should love ever be taken for granted?

Some people would say that yes, it should, but they can only say that because they've been loved so thoroughly for a very long time.

While the Evanses failed to fill up the empty place Mama left, they filled up all the others. And wouldn't you know, about a year after I came to live with them I waved my arm like the rest of them?

The cute boy, James, became my brother and moved down to the basement to his own room. So he was thankful for my presence. The eldest daughter, Frances, already twenty and working over at the shoe factory, got James's room. And I went in with Stacy who said, “You're a whole lot easier to live with than Frances, especially after dinner!” Then she held her nose because poor Frances was not blessed with a satisfactory digestive system.

Despite our age difference, Stacy became my best friend and as much of a sister as an only child deserted by her philandering mother could hope to have. Stacy, sophomore cheerleader over at E.C. Glass High School, spent hours with me listening to popular rock ‘n’ roll groups with geographical names: Kansas, Boston, Chicago. Stacy and I sang duets at church, too. We'd practice at home, Mrs. Evans at the Kimball stabbing out the alto part again and again with Stacy.

“Why don't you just let Peach sing the harmony?” Stacy complained every practice. “She gets it right away.”

“Because she needs to sing the higher notes, honey. When you go above a high C you sound like an air hose.” And then she'd turn around on the revolving piano stool, pull Stacy in close and say, “A good alto range is nothing to sneeze at.”

“But I don't hear the part, Mama!”

“That's what practice is for.”

And so on and so forth.

Stacy just sighed, shook her head, and rolled her eyes.

And that describes the way life turned out at the Evanses. And you know what? Mrs. Evans never even blinked when, every single day after school (I actually got to skip the seventh grade), I ran down the hill and I hollered, “You hear anything today?” Never once. She'd just shake her head and say, “Sorry, Peach. Maybe tomorrow will be different.”

Mrs. Evans always had something to report after her shifts at the hospital. And we'd come to know the patients that stayed on a little longer than most. I do believe this is when I learned to care for the nameless and the faceless.

When my first menstrual period trickled onto the scene, I felt Mama's absence with a dentist-chair pain. It hit me at that moment there in the bathroom as I stared down at the bloody spot on my underwear that the important firsts had just begun. I held out hope for Mama's return for my various graduations, my wedding day, the birth of my someday children, but I had forgotten about that first passage into womanhood.

The fact that I was the last girl in my class to get “it” didn't help matters any. I carried the same maxipad, taken from communal stash of women's hygiene products in the linen closet, around in my purse for a year, pretending I was just like the rest of them.

I knew I wasn't like the rest of them.

Not even close.

I considered not telling Mrs. Evans about it. No need, though. Mrs. Evans is like one of those wise old Chinese women. She just knew.

“Myrtle, honey?”

I remained in the bathroom. Had already flushed and all. And now I sat on the floor with my back up against the tub, feeling that thick mattress of a thing between my legs. Nobody prepares you for that feeling. That foreignness. That walk through a previously unknown portal where paper products end up in hitherto lonely territory.

It felt lonely. See, nobody can menstruate for you. You're just plum on your own with that one.

“Yes, Miz Evans?”

“You all right in there, Peach? You been in there a while.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“What're you doing?”

“Just sitting here on the floor.”

“On all that cold tile?”

“Yes, ma'am.”

I could hear her feet shuffling on the hardwood floor. “Can I come in?”

“Okay.” And I got to my knees and reached up to disengage the lock.

She stood there in her sweater. That fall day, my second month of ninth grade, a light breeze whispered in through the bathroom window. It rustled through my hair and across my eyes.
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