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PRAISE FOR THE LLANO COUNTY MERMAID CLUB


“Kathleen M. Rodgers has outdone herself with her newest, most literary novel, The Llano County Mermaid Club. She brings all the mysticism of New Mexico to bear in her story about heartbreak and healing, about how novels can give us the hope to carry on and the empathy to forgive the ones we love most.”—Kathryn Brown Ramsperger, author of A Thousand Flying Things


“Shifting lyrically between the past and the present, this story of betrayal and death shattering the idyllic joy and innocence of childhood dreams allows us to see the value of an adult perspective in making peace with the past and experiencing the healing power of forgiveness.”—Sue Boggio, coauthor of Hungry Shoes: A Novel


“Lonely train whistles wail in the night and sunsets shimmer with unforgiving heat in Llano County, New Mexico. And yet the Mermaid Club flourishes in this arid landscape. Marigold Hubbard, her two sisters and their two best friends create the Mermaid Club under the brilliant imaginative canopy offered by Marigold’s mother, the undaunted Letty. From Letty the Mermaids learn to recognize magic when it fleetingly lights up their horizons. They adhere to a code that will inform their lives, and develop a love of books that will nourish them forever. This lively novel is a love song to the power of public libraries and testimony to the undying bonds of sisterhood.”—Laura Kalpakian, author of Memory into Memoir


“A philandering father who makes promises he doesn’t keep. A wistful mother who tells her own story to Eudora Welty and Kate Chopin in letters she never mails. Five young girls who swim upstream against these currents. Tragedy looms, then strikes. A suspenseful, tender, beautifully crafted novel that throbs with memory and its lingering wounds: the very real costs of betrayal and neglect, and the tortuous road to forgiveness.”—Minrose Gwin, author of Beautiful Dreamers


“Kathleen M. Rodgers delivers a poignant portrayal of small-town New Mexico teenagers in the 1960s grappling with a shocking revelation resulting in a tragedy reverberating into present time.”—Lynn C. Miller, author of The Unmasking: A Novel
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To loved ones still swimming through my mind


and others


because some memories still hold water …









A book must be the axe for the frozen sea inside us.


—FRANZ KAFKA
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october 2017


THE SOMBER STRAINS OF her flute echo through the empty window frames of the abandoned church.


Spinning around, I half expect to see her standing there, smirking at me as she plays. I rub the tops of my arms against the tingles spreading over my skin. The nubby fibers of my knee-length cardigan over a pair of boot-cut jeans can’t stave off this sudden chill as the wind whistles through the graffiti-stained church, whipping my hair in every direction. Careful not to fall through missing planks in the weathered floor, I step toward the window frame void of stained glass and peek out at the cemetery.


She’s buried out there beyond the dirt road, next to her Grandma Dot in a family plot not far from the foot of the low red bluffs and jagged caprock outlined on the horizon and the dry lake bed known as Red Horse Lake. Her tombstone blends in with the other upright markers lost in a sea of buffalo grass and scrub brush. I don’t need to walk out there to read the inscription engraved in granite, for I know it by heart:




Melody Calloway


1960–1977


First Chair 🎵





Melody Calloway and Marigold Hubbard, we were inseparable. In first grade we performed a ritual where we pricked our fingers with one of Mama’s sewing needles and declared ourselves “blood sisters.” We formed a secret club, which, at Mama’s insistence, included my two sisters, Clover and Tansy, and Tansy’s best friend, Ruthie Romero. Our club wasn’t formed to shut others out. We formed it to fit in.


“Melody, is that you?” I call, my voice vibrating from deep in my chest, my teeth chattering as I try to act brave, afraid of the unknown. Afraid of what might be lurking out there in the spirit world if there is such a thing.


But the fact is, nearly forty years have passed, and I’m more afraid to face the hard truth lurking in the shadows in broad daylight.


I hold my breath, waiting. We were always holding our breath, the five of us, seeing who could hold it the longest, whether we were underwater or on dry land. I wait a little longer, but nothing. Maybe the wind is playing tricks on my head, twisting my memories round and round like her windbreaker caught on the spiky leaves of a yucca plant, fluttering like a distress signal. At least that’s how I imagined it. Her windbreaker, the blue of a New Mexico sky on a day when you can see forever out here on the high plains with hardly a tree in sight.


I call again, sensing I’ve been summoned to this holy place where congregants like Melody’s Grandma Dot once gathered to worship and find sustenance. Out here only a few antelope look up from grazing and freeze before they leap off as a car passes by on the two-lane blacktop running through the ghost town of Rosemont—population zero until someone stops by to take pictures of the decrepit church.


Until Melody came into our lives, it was just another abandoned building on the side of the road. After we formed our club when Melody and I were eight, she’s the one who suggested to Daddy we drive out to Rosemont so she could show us where her Grandma Dot went to church as a child. From that day forward, Melody always referred to it as our clubhouse or mermaid castle even though we didn’t go there often.


I’ll never forget the last time I stepped foot in this church, or the earthshattering secret Melody told me on our drive home. A secret that changed everything. A betrayal that blew my family apart. We shunned Melody, banned her from our lives like a book that threatened our sensibilities and must be burned. We treated her as if her very existence offended us. We broke most of our club’s ten commandments over it. By the time we slipped a peace offering in her locker the following week, it was too late.


The memories rush by like a speeding train, whooshing along, and I am caught up in a trip to the past.


Melody and I are sixteen, snatching leftover pumpkin pie from her grandma’s kitchen. Her tiny house smells of Thanksgiving year-round, and cigarettes. Melody has lived with her Grandma Dot on Mesa Lane most of her life, sharing a bedroom with her chain-smoking mom, Edie. We drive out to Rosemont, the once bustling village where Dot grew up, Melody at the wheel of a ratty white Rambler so old it’s falling apart. Even the trunk is tied down with a piece of rope.


The second we pull off the blacktop and hit a bump in the dirt road, the trunk pops open. We laugh and keep going, the Rambler lurching to a halt in front of a clapboard church with the tip of the bell tower lopped off. Dust devils swirl behind us. We slam down the trunk and retie the rope, twisting it into knots before I grab my Polaroid camera off the front seat. I had won the camera in a radio contest over the summer.


Melody sighs and gazes up at the hollow entry missing a door, torn from its hinges by vandals. “Our mermaid castle.”


Pulling my hair to the side, I try to keep it from blowing in my face. “Was it always this windy here when we were kids?”


Inside the barren church we preen and take turns posing like fashion models in front of the alcove once featuring a pulpit. While we wait for the photos to develop, Melody searches the wall near the entry. “Remember when your dad wouldn’t let me write my name on the wall?”


I roll my eyes, making a face. “He was so pissy that day.”


“You got something to write with?” She glances back at me, impatient.


I search the pockets of my bell-bottom jeans. “Sorry, all I brought was my driver’s license.”


She flings her arms in the air and steps toward me, trying to hide her irritation. Placing her hands on my shoulders, she says gently, “Marigold, if you’re going to be a serious writer one day, ya gotta at least carry a pencil and notepad.”


“Yes, teach,” I joke, but I feel like an idiot. We’ve outgrown our girlish pink notebooks with our club’s name embellished on the covers.


Reaching into a pocket of her windbreaker, she pulls out a joint and lights up. The scent of weed fills the air like incense. “Wanna try some?” She offers me a hit.


I stiffen and back up, feeling like a prude, feeling like I’m swimming in unchartered waters she’s already mastered. “When did you start smoking pot?” My voice sounds small, but my question thunders in my head as I choke on my own embarrassment because I am too uptight in my own skin.


She brushes me off and tokes away. When she’s done, she saunters out to the Rambler, hips swaying in the saucy overdone way we’d practiced as preteens. She juggles the pie tin in one hand and a pumpkin-colored case in the other. Before we eat, she opens the velveteen-lined case and assembles the silver instrument that comes in three parts.


Limbering her fingers on the keys, she glances slyly my way and purrs, “When I blow into this tiny hole, I’m making out with the metal. That’s all you have to do, Marigold. Love your instrument.”


I blush at her innuendo and grumble, “Ha! Easy for you to say. You don’t sit last chair.”


She lifts the flute halfway to her mouth then stops. “Then quit! No one’s forcing you to stay in band.”


I blink, trying to avoid the exasperation in her huge green eyes. “It’s not the band director I’m afraid of. It’s Daddy.”


Melody sighs, an air of hostility entering her voice. “Who cares what your dad thinks? He doesn’t play anymore. Why should you?”


Once a professional flutist, Daddy abandoned his music because it didn’t pay the bills. He traded his flute for a briefcase and the life of a salesman. And yet he expects me to play. Not Clover, not Tansy. Me, right there alongside Melody. Whenever she practices at our house, he’s been heard to say, “Now that girl’s got talent,” right in front of me as if I don’t have ears.


“Snap a picture of me for Grandma Dot.”


Wanting to please her, I do what she says. Peeking through the viewfinder, I wait for the right moment to press the shutter button. After she straightens her shoulders, she lifts the lip plate to her pouty mouth and says, “Here’s one of your favorites.”


As she begins to play Bob Dylan’s classic folksong “Blowing in the Wind,” I’m struck dumb at how effortless she makes it all sound. With each controlled exhale of breath, her instrument sings. I’m envious.


The notes drift past me and seem to float out of the church through the open doorways and windows.


When she’s done playing, she fluffs her frizzy mane of ginger hair and says, “This is my ticket out of here.”


She of the straight As, big boobs on a slender frame, and a guaranteed music scholarship. And me, with my toothy grin and bone-white straight locks that can’t hold a curl, applying for state and federal grants. We both understand that in our families there’s no money for college after bills are paid. Her mom’s single, a bookkeeper who likes to go out at night. My parents are barely scraping by. Mama longs to attend college too. Books fill the void until she can enroll.


After Melody dismantles the flute and slips it back into the fitted molds in the case, she snaps the latches shut and smiles at the Polaroid I hand her. “Mark my word, Old Mother Hubbard. I’m gonna get the hell outta this dry hole and be somebody.”


I ignore the nickname she saddled me with in junior high and peel back the foil on the dessert. “I hear potheads get the munchies. You must be starving.”


We plop down on the raised platform that once held an altar and look across the empty sanctuary and watch a freight train rumble by headed west.


Balancing wedges of pie on our fingertips, we smack our lips at the creamy filling and flaky crust.


She closes her eyes and chews, wiggling around as she makes sucking noises with her teeth and tongue. “Mmm, this is the yummiest pum’kin pie I ever tasted.”


“You look like you’re getting off on that pie,” I grumble under my breath, my nostrils still twitching from the lingering scent of weed. I’m pissed that she’s high. I’m pissed that I’m too chicken to try.


She talks with her mouth full, trying to squeeze in one more word, one more breath between bites.


A week later, her voice is silenced.


A few days before her seventeenth birthday—about a week after mine—a woman discovered Melody’s Rambler on a frosty December morning while out walking her dogs at the Blue Hole, an artesian-fed pool a couple of hours west of here. I’d passed by it earlier on my way through Santa Rosa after leaving Albuquerque, but I didn’t stop.


According to the story Mama told us back then, Melody’s flute case and books were still on the passenger seat, along with a half-empty bottle of bourbon, most likely Grandma Dot’s. The driver’s door was flung open as if Melody had forgotten to shut it in her haste to get to that magical place we’d once visited as kids. “When the police found her on the shallow steps leading into the water,” Mama added in the strangest whisper, “the vultures were already circling but hadn’t yet swooped in. They didn’t do it. It wasn’t their fault.”


“Whose fault was it?” I remember crying out, needing to cast blame. To reassure myself I had nothing to do with it.


Filling my lungs with cold air and courage, I lean out the window and call, “Hey, Melody! It’s me, Old Mother Hubbard!” I end my call with our club’s secret code and listen with my whole self, barely breathing.


The sound of her flute floats back to me, an energy refusing to die, moaning across the plains.


She is telling me, instructing me, what to do. She is begging across a chasm of time:


Don’t forget me … don’t forget us … don’t …


From somewhere deep inside of me, I hear myself cry out, “I’m sorry, Mel. I’ll tell your story. I’ll tell our story. I’ll write about how everything got twisted.”


As I turn to leave, my gaze drifts over the walls of graffiti by the front entrance. I find myself searching the area where Melody wanted to sign her name when we were kids. A message inscribed in faded blue marker stops me cold: I knew right then this wasn’t how most moms and dads acted in our hometown …


I feel like I’ve been sucker punched. The rest of the message is a simple plea ending in her favorite symbol (🎵). It’s that symbol that sends me scrambling down the rickety church steps after I snap a photo. With shaky hands, I jam the key in the ignition and spin my little SUV out of there, leaving puffs of caliche in my wake.


Before I hang a left at the blacktop and head toward Sandhill, I guzzle half a bottle of water. I drink to quench an ungodly thirst, for I feel as dry and brittle as the paint chipping away at Melody’s words. As untethered as the trunk on that Rambler showing up mysteriously out of the blue weeks before she died.


I want answers. And there’s only one man alive who can give them to me.















2THE WATER BEAR







1960s


GROWING UP IN SANDHILL, New Mexico, about halfway between Albuquerque and Amarillo but farther south of Tucumcari, we were surrounded by an arid landscape dotted with windmills, stock tanks, and an occasional grove of scraggly trees. Sometimes the trees shaded a lonely house or outbuildings on land owned by ranchers and farmers.


A few miles south of town, a small oasis of cottonwood trees skirted a stagnant pond with a sign warning: DANGER: NO SWIMMING ALLOWED. Out beyond the oasis, drifts of shifting sand dunes piled up over eons. In the summers, we ran barefoot across hot dunes and tumbled down the sides one by one until we came to rest at the bottom of a hill, a pile of giggling girls spitting grit out of our teeth.


My baby sis, Tansy, born during a rare blizzard in mid-February, loved the snow. Mama always said she didn’t know if the blizzard brought Tansy or if Tansy brought the blizzard, she just knew they arrived together, and both made Daddy happy. During the winters, he seemed happiest with a fresh blanket of snow on the ground. Mama said it was because it dressed up our grungy part of town like heaven had rained down pearls all around us. With Daddy in a good mood, he’d load all five of us girls in the 1960 blue Pontiac station wagon and drive out to the dunes tipped in white.


Armed with old pots and spoons—Daddy said we couldn’t afford the little plastic buckets and shovels sold at TG&Y—we’d trudge up the sides of hills to find the best spot to build sandcastles while the sand was still wet. Tansy and Ruthie always skipped ahead, the first to plop down and begin digging and forming shapes. Sometimes Melody and I would roll on our backs and make sand angels, staring up at the cerulean sky, pretending the puffy clouds were sea foam as we rode on imaginary waves. Back then, the sky served as our ocean.


Clover, draped in a calico cape fashioned from an old kitchen curtain, would open a library book with a flourish and start reading to us. At nine, she had a voice that commanded us to listen as it floated up from the pages and swirled around us like the characters had come alive and joined us. Reading was her superpower, even then.


Sometimes Ruthie would jump up and take off running, her brown sinewy arms spread out like wings, her long cocoa hair flying behind her. When Daddy got antsy, he’d tug on his trouser legs and announce it was time to leave, always talking with a cigarette dangling halfway out of his mouth.


In the spring and summer on the rare days it would rain, we’d stand outside in the yard and let ourselves get soaked. Mama only called us in if she saw bolts of lightning streaking across the sky. Sometimes she’d join us. Back then, it seemed our skin was as parched as the dry, cracked lake bed west of town. Mama would throw threadbare towels at us and say, “Most little girls in Sandhill are singing for the rain to stop. But not you girls. Y’all are out there begging for more.” She’d send Ruthie and Melody home in our old play clothes, their wet outfits stuffed in old bread bags.


Sometimes Tansy would sneak back out, flounce her tawny waves of dripping hair, and start spinning, twirling around a giant fountain built as a status symbol against an arid land.


That day in 1964 when Mama brought Tansy home from the hospital, all swaddled in a blanket smelling like talcum powder, she called Clover and me over to the rocking chair in the room Mama referred to as the parlor.


She smiled her tired, lopsided grin with the tiny gap in her front teeth. Guess that’s who I got mine from. “Be careful, girls. She’s a delicate thing.”


Clover, at five, leaned over Mama first. “Unwrap her, Mama. She looks like a baby burrito.”


As Mama peeled back the layers of blanket, she never took her eyes off the baby. “This is Tansy. Our little Aquarius. The nurse said it means water bearer, not that I’m into astrology.”


“Look at her toes,” I gasped, touching my baby sister’s tiny feet. I bent down, wanting to kiss them. “Some of her piggy toes are bunched together.”


Clover’s mouth gaped open. “Tansy’s got duck feet.”


Mama nudged us away with her elbow. “Doctor Johnson calls them webbed toes. Said unless we want to have elective surgery, which your dad says we cannot a’ford, she’ll probably be a good swimmer.” Mama tilted her head and fussed with the blanket. “’Course, I think he was razzing me about the last part.”


Before Mama could push me away again, I reached down and caressed Tansy’s feet, feeling the sections of flesh joining some of her toes together. Even at four, I picked up on things. I glanced at Mama’s angular face, the dark circles under her tired eyes from lack of sleep, her dishwater blonde hair pulled back in a straggly ponytail. “Mama, why did the nurse call Tansy a water bear?”


Mama sighed, giving me a weary look. “Marigold, honey. That’s not what the nurse said. I’ll explain later. I need my rest. You girls go play.” Mama snuggled the blanket around the baby and pushed back in the rocking chair, closing her eyes, and cutting me off before I could ask another question.


In my mind, Tansy and her toes were a gift. A sign of better days ahead. Secretly, I hoped her toes would bring rain. Enough rain to fill up the fountain out back that no longer sprayed water but was deep enough to go wading in. We rarely went to the public pool. Like everything else, it cost money.


Clover grabbed my elbow and we skipped outside, scooping up snow with our bare hands, licking it like ice cream and pretending it was summer. Turning around, we gazed up at the front of our dingy white two-story house thirsty for paint. Long white columns stretched forever up to the porch’s roof Mama called an awning.


A former showplace built by a doctor in 1920, it looked parched and worn out by the time we moved in. So did the rest of our block. The house sat near the corner of Vista Boulevard and Railroad Avenue. Story goes, after the doctor died, the new owners turned it into a flophouse for railroaders and neglected the upkeep. When Daddy bought it cheap in a bank foreclosure, he said living on a boulevard made us look rich. He talked big about restoring the house to its former glory. That was the problem with Daddy—he was always talking big. A man with grandiose dreams but no wherewithal to follow through.


He came close a couple of times. Little girls are forgiving and wait patiently, hanging onto the promises of adults. Our imaginations filled in the cracks between Daddy’s vision and reality. But later, as some of us got older and saw through Daddy’s flaws, we weren’t quite as forgiving …


That day when Tansy came home, all I could think about was her sweet face and toes. And how she went from Mama’s tummy to her lap. As Clover and I licked snow from our palms, I asked her, “Did Tansy come out of Mama’s hiney?”


Clover giggled. “No, silly, she came out of her pee-pee hole.”


Squeezing my chubby thighs together, I clutched my privates in dread. “I’m never having a baby. Are you?”


Clover shrugged. “I dunno. Wanna color or look at books?”


Back inside, we scampered up the L-shaped staircase, our secondhand saddle oxfords tapping against each wooden step as we made our way to the second floor.


Down below, we could hear our baby sister stirring with hunger, her tiny cries echoing through our drafty house. Snuggled on our long window seat facing the street, I stared at our shared box of crayons. Tansy’s voice tugged at me as I tried to decide which color to choose. Part of me wanted to abandon Clover and run downstairs and ask Mama if I could hold our new baby.


That night, after Clover fell fast asleep in the big bed we shared in the room with cabbage and roses wallpaper, I pulled back the covers and tiptoed down the hall to the top of the stairs. I could hear Mama’s faint footsteps below in the kitchen. But it was Daddy’s deep voice, softened by the late hour, that caused me to sneak halfway down the stairs to the landing where I huddled in my thin flannel nightgown, clutching my Chatty Cathy doll. The wooden floor planks creaked beneath the oak rocking chair in the parlor.


Holding my breath, I listened as Daddy sang a lullaby I’d never heard. One he’d made up special for the new baby:


“Tansy’s ship’s a-sailing,


Sailing across the sea.


Tansy’s ship’s a-sailing,


Sailing away from me …


Sail, Tansy, sail, way out upon the blue.


Only don’t forget to sail back home to me


Before the morning dew …”


The song made my heart hurt. A bittersweet hurt with longing. As I drifted back to bed, pulling the covers over my head, I pretended my top sheet was a sail and we were sailing away, far away from our little railroad town still covered in white.


The next morning, Clover and I awoke to a racket going on downstairs. Mama was yelling something fierce. “Dammit to hell, Dorian. How could you let this happen again?”


The baby’s helpless wails ricocheted off the walls and up the stairwell and straight to our hearts. We didn’t stop to slide into our robes and slippers as our bare feet hit the cold floor. Grabbing each other’s hand, we descended the stairs.


At the bottom step, we almost bumped into Daddy sneaking out of the kitchen. In his overcoat, dress slacks, and tie, he shot us a sheepish wink and knuckled us playfully on the noses. “You girls be good for your mama today, and I’ll take you to the dunes when the snow melts.” Then he smoothed one hand over his slicked-back hair and walked toward Mama.


With her back to us, she stood in a plain cotton shift at the kitchen window and stared at a sink full of dirty dishes from the night before. Her hands and arms were all jittery as she turned the hot and cold faucets on and off. “See for yourself, genius. It’s dry as a bone. Nothing comes out. Not even a drip.”


Daddy placed one hand on Mama’s shoulder. “Letty, calm down. You’re scaring the baby.”


Clover and I rushed over to the bassinet. Tansy’s tiny fists batted the air at the clatter and harsh voices foreign to her ears. Clover and I were used to it. We never knew what might set Mama off, but it usually involved Daddy. Reaching into the bassinet, we tried to comfort our baby sister, letting her tiny fingers curl around ours. But as Tansy continued to cry, and Mama’s voice raged on, Clover and I began to bawl like a couple of lost calves.


“Letty, stop! You’re upsetting the girls. I said I’d take care of it.”


Mama wheeled around and waved a dirty plate in Daddy’s face. “Our water’s been cut off again, hasn’t it, Dorian? You didn’t pay the water bill, did you?”


Daddy backed away, adjusting his fedora at a jaunty angle. “Letty, honey, I’m going to pay it on my way to the office.” He picked up his briefcase and beelined it for the front door, stopping long enough to slip galoshes on over his dress shoes.


Before he could make his escape, Mama’s sharp voice cut across the room. “While you were singing nonsense last night to the baby, you knew good and well we were behind on the water bill. If you’d trust me with the checkbook, I’d make sure the bills got paid on time.”


Daddy’s whole body stiffened. He rubbed his square jaw, a faint day-old beard sprouting. Without water, Daddy couldn’t lather up his shaving brush and glide the silver-handled razor over his handsome face. He gritted his teeth. “I said I’d take care of it.”


Without water, we couldn’t brush our teeth, bathe, finger-paint, help Mama with the dishes. Without water, Mama couldn’t wash Tansy’s smelly diapers or bottles.


After Daddy left, Mama handed Clover the big blue jug with a little spout we took on picnics. “You and Marigold put on coats and boots and run next-door and ask Mrs. Sanchez if she can fill up the jug. Tell her our pipes froze.”


At four and five, Clover and I were already learning to tell white lies. Nine times out of ten, they had to do with Daddy.


As we scrambled up the steps and knocked on Mrs. Sanchez’s door, my belly did a somersault. When the door cracked open, Mrs. Sanchez greeted us with a cautious smile.


“Mama said to tell you our pipes froze,” my words tumbled out as I wiggled around, afraid to look Mrs. Sanchez in the eye.


Clover dug an elbow sharply into my ribs. “Sorry to bother you again, Mrs. Sanchez.” Clover thrust the jug toward our neighbor. “May we borrow some water?”


Mrs. Sanchez wiped her plump brown hands on her apron and took the jug. “Sí, señoritas. I’ll be right back.” The screen door slapped against the frame as she disappeared into the dark interior of her small bungalow. A few minutes later she returned, placing the jug in Clover’s hand and a stack of warm tortillas wrapped in napkins in mine. “How’s the new baby? You like having a new sister?”


We nodded enthusiastically and turned to leave. “Adiós, Mrs. Sanchez. Gracias,” we called softly.


We were proud of ourselves. We didn’t know how to speak Spanish, but we’d picked up how to say goodbye and thank you from Mrs. Sanchez.


As the snow crunched under our boots, a city work truck pulled up next to the curb. “That didn’t take long,” Clover said, her right shoulder drooping from the weight of the heavy jug.


I buried my face in the steamy bundle in my hands, breathing in the warm aroma of homemade flour tortillas. My belly rumbled with hunger.


Mama and Tansy greeted us as we stomped snow off our boots on the red brick porch before going inside. Some of the tiredness had lifted around Mama’s hazel eyes, and the baby wasn’t crying anymore. Before shutting the door, Mama eyed the city work truck at the curb. “No telling what song and dance your daddy gave the nice ladies working the front desk at the water department. Knowing him, he laid it on thick about having a new baby at home. Last time our water got cut off, it took two days for someone to come out.”


She shut the door, nuzzled her face in Tansy’s, then smiled in my direction. “Marigold, honey, Mrs. Sanchez’s tortillas will go good with the homemade apple butter from the church bake sale.”


Apple butter. My favorite. I hoped there was enough for seconds, especially since Daddy wasn’t there to poke me in the side and harp about my pudgy belly.


With the baby still crooked in one arm, Mama reached down with her free hand and ran her slender fingers through Clover’s honey-blonde curls. “Sis, go set that heavy jug down and run upstairs and grab a couple of picture books. You can read to us while I heat up a bottle for the baby. We’ll save the water from Mrs. Sanchez for emergencies.” As Clover lugged the jug toward the kitchen, Mama called after her, “In a few weeks when I get my strength back, we’ll walk to the library. I’m eager to try out the new pram I bought with Green Stamps.”


Before I went to set the tortillas down, I reached up on my tippy-toes to kiss the bottom of Tansy’s feet, shrouded in a blanket. Thank you, little water bear, I wanted to say. Mama’s not mad at Daddy anymore, so we can all be happy again.


I waited for Mama to run her fingers through my short choppy hair, or at least pat me on the top of the head. But she didn’t.


Stealing a glance up at Mama when she thought no one was looking, I saw her expression change. For a second she looked like that tired-looking lady in the old photograph at the library, the one Mama always stopped by and stared at. I buried my face in Mama’s side like those dirty little children in the photograph.


But then Tansy cooed, and the hollows of Mama’s cheeks filled with love.
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“GIRLS, WAIT UP.” MAMA was winded by the time we reached the library a few blocks from our house.


Clover and I were already halfway up the marble steps. Mama parked the pram at the bottom and lifted the baby to her shoulder. Slowly, she made her way to the top where Clover and I proudly held the door open. The library was our favorite building in town. It was big as a mansion, with tall arched windows and a red-tiled roof.


Once inside, I breathed in the smell of books and dust and the hint of coffee percolating in some back office off-limits to the public. “Mama, I gotta go potty.”


Irked, Mama took a deep breath and frowned at me. “Marigold, I told you to go before we left the house.”


“I know, Mama, I’m sorry, but I didn’t need to go then.”


“I need to go, too,” Clover said, fussing with Tansy’s blanket.


Mama let out a heavy sigh as she ushered us past the counter where two librarians were busy helping people check out books. Our baby sister’s blue eyes peered at us over the top of Mama’s shoulder. Clover and I made goofy faces, but Tansy was too young to laugh.


Like she did every time we came to the library, Mama paused in front of a stark black-and-white photograph of a young mother holding a baby, her fingers resting against the side of her chin, a faraway look in her eyes. Two young children clung to her sides, hiding their faces. Ever since Clover learned to read, she’d stand next to Mama in front of the brass plaque at the bottom of the frame and proclaim, “Migrant Mother, 1936, by Dorothea Lange.”


“Mama, do you think those are two little girls in the picture? Why are they so dirty, and why are they hiding their faces?”


I could tell Mama was tired of my questions because she got short with me when she answered. “I don’t rightly know, Marigold.”


Clover blinked up at Mama, giving her an irritated look. “They’re probably sad and ashamed ’cause they’re poor.”


I glanced at Tansy, her tiny face clean and rosy, no dirt smudges on her cheeks like the baby in the photo.


My bladder was about to burst by the time we crowded into the small bathroom with a high ceiling, pedestal sink, and a single toilet with a curtainless window. The window was too high for us to look out. Clover let me go first.


When I stood up to flush, Mama hovered over me, her hair pulled back in a thin ponytail. “Marigold, you’re not drinking enough water. Your urine’s the color of gasoline.”


Clover giggled, and together we peered into the toilet. Wriggling my nose, I pictured Daddy’s gas can he kept at the top of the driveway next to the house. “It stinks, like pneumonia.”


“A-mmonia,” Clover corrected me. Then it was her turn.


After Clover finished, Mama glanced over and nodded her approval. “Now that’s the color your urine should be, Marigold. Clear, like your sister’s.”


Jeez, Clover even pees better than me, I thought. “Mama, what happens if I don’t drink enough water?” I stood on my tippy-toes and reached for the hot and cold faucets to wash my hands.


“You’ll shrivel up and die,” Clover joked, brushing up next to me and squirting pink soap into her hand.


“Girls, hurry up. Before Tansy gets fussy. It’ll be time for her next bottle soon.”


“Didn’t you bring one?” I flitted around, gazing up at the high ceiling.


“No, I forgot. I’m plumb tuckered out, girls.”


“Mama, let me hold Tansy so you can potty.” Clover dried her hands on a brown paper towel and went to take the baby.


Mama’s face flushed. “Thanks, honey, but I’ll wait till we get home. I’m still bleeding, and I, uh, well, I forgot my supplies.”


I swiveled around. “Bleeding. Where?”


Clover poked me in the side. “Down there, silly.”
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