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Advance praise for Bound South

“From chapter one, you are in the unsentimental, annoying, and enormously funny New South. Susan Rebecca White has perfect pitch and a wicked pen.”

—Anne Rivers Siddons, New York Times bestselling author of Off Season and Peachtree Road

“Susan Rebecca White has written a wonderful novel of women, friendship, and serious longing for a father’s love. Reading it made me miss my father, want to call my best friend, and need to stay up all night till I’d read the last page. Bound South is a Southern novel that really touched this Northern heart.”

—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author of What Matters Most and Sandcastles

“I was enthralled by this book. The story depicts the clash between the Old South and the New as played out in the lives of characters that are sympathetically and realistically drawn. In fact, I think I know some of the characters.”

—Ann B. Ross, author of Miss Julia Strikes Back

“Move over, Margaret Mitchell—and Tom Wolfe, too! Nobody has ever written about Atlanta with such insight and humor—and she gets it all right, right down to those famous crackers at the Driving Club. With characteristic brio, White fearlessly tackles complex issues of class, race, gender, money, and the dark side of family life—all those things Southerners are never supposed to talk about. And what characters! I feel like I have known these people all my life, yet I’m still stunned by the richness and complexity of these characterizations, not a stereotype among them.”

—Lee Smith, author of The Last Girls and On Agate Hill


“For a Californian like me, who’s never been to the South, reading Susan Rebecca White’s finely drawn novel was like taking a fascinating trip to a foreign land, complete with inimitable characters, curious cultural ritual, and plenty of unforgettable spectacle.”

—Janelle Brown, author of All We Ever Wanted Was Everything

“Here is the modern South in all its trumped-up glory, hypocrisy, genuine kindness, and class consciousness; and here is a young woman’s tumultuous and compelling journey from red state customs to blue. Susan Rebecca White has a keen sense for how her characters talk and think. An impressive debut.”

—Tom Barbash, author of The Last Good Chance

“I can’t recommend this book highly enough.”

—Wayne Johnston, author of The Custodian of Paradise

“Susan Rebecca White places her characters in Margaret Mitchell territory, arms them with cell phones, and graces them with the ability to change. The South may, indeed, rise again. Bound South tells us that might not be such a bad thing.”

—Ann Goethe, author of Midnight Lemonade

“With a deft hand, White paints scenes of stunning literary veracity. Each chapter is a self-contained wonder: evocative, poised, and resolutely complete.”

—Chandra Prasad, author of On Borrowed Wings
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CHAPTER ONE

The Other Side of Town

(Louise, Fall 1998)




Probably it is for the best that Caroline has chosen to go to play practice rather than to attend Sandy’s funeral with Nanny Rose and me. Still, Nanny Rose will give me hell when she realizes that neither Caroline nor John Henry is coming. (Nor Charles for that matter, who is only eleven and too young for this.) Sandy worked for Nanny Rose for the last thirty-three years. The last eleven of those years she worked for us too. That was Nanny Rose’s gift to us after I had Charles; she sent Sandy over to our house once a week. Of course she waited until I had a boy to offer help, even though it turned out Charles was an easy baby while Caroline nearly drove me to the loony bin.

Sandy was there the day I brought Charles home from Piedmont Hospital. And a year later, when we moved from our Peachtree Hills starter house to our current home in Ansley Park, Sandy held the baby while I directed the movers with the furniture. Poor Sandy. When she walked out the door of our little house carrying Charles, our dog Cleo up and bit her on the leg. Cleo had never been a biter; the only explanation was that Cleo thought Sandy was taking away the baby same as the movers were taking away all the furniture. Most of the movers were African American, as is—was, I should say—Sandy.

After that I kept Cleo in the fenced side yard every Monday when Sandy would come. Sandy loved Baby Charles. Once he was old enough to chew, she’d bring him a candy bar every week. I would have to drive to the gas station on Peachtree and buy Caroline one too or else suffer through her tantrum. Of course I would have preferred it if Sandy had brought both children a treat, but I didn’t feel that I could ask her to do so, knowing that she didn’t have any extra money.

She spoiled Charles, as did I, and he seemed none the worse for it. Our spoiling just made him sweeter. Really. He was just as pudgy and smiley as a baby could be. How John Henry and I created such a sweet boy—such an open and loving little person—from the same genes that formed Caroline the Terror, I will never know.

 

I NEVER NOTICE how messy my car is until it is time for either John Henry or Nanny Rose to ride in it. John Henry is fond of saying that I use my car as a giant handbag, stashing all sorts of stuff in it. Well, I’m sorry. My house and my person are always tidy. There has to be one place where I can allow things to get a little cluttered. I pick the empty Diet Coke cans off the car floor and throw them into the Herbie Curbie. If Caroline were with me she would insist that I recycle them, but the recycle box is inside the house and I simply do not have time to go back in there. I honk good-bye to Charles and Faye (my other cleaning lady, who comes on Thursdays, although now I suppose I’ll have to see if she can come on Mondays as well) and pull out of the driveway heading down Peachtree Circle toward Peachtree Street. Nanny Rose lives a few miles north, in Buckhead. The funeral is on the south side of the city, so it is out of the way to pick her up, but Nanny Rose is seventy-seven and both John Henry and I try to make sure she drives as little as possible. John Henry jokes that in her dotage she “speeds more and sees less.”

 

EVEN THOUGH I was born in Ansley Park, and John Henry and I have lived here for over ten years, it still gives me a little thrill to drive through my neighborhood. I just love the tall old trees, the fine architecture, the sense that even though the skyscrapers of Midtown frame the neighborhood, when you are in Ansley Park you are in the South. So many of the old houses here remind me of the houses that line Franklin Street as you drive into Chapel Hill, where John Henry and I met, or rather, where we began our relationship, as we had met once or twice before we went to college. Our families, both from Atlanta, ran in similar, though not entirely overlapping circles. (Frankly, John Henry’s family was “older” than mine.) Before college John Henry and I hardly knew each other. The fact that we went to rival high schools had a lot to do with that. He attended Coventry while I went to Birch.

If John Henry had his way we would probably live in Buckhead or even Sandy Springs. He complains that the houses in Ansley Park are too close together and that there are too many cars parked on the streets, especially during the weekends, when people from other neighborhoods drive over here, park, and walk to Piedmont Park. And good Lord don’t even get him started on Freaknik, when students from all of the black colleges around the South meet up at Piedmont Park for a party, but not before blocking the traffic in our neighborhood for hours with all of their jumping in and out of each other’s cars and dancing in the streets.

What really bothers John Henry about the neighborhood is that he’s in the minority being a Republican over here. Not that Ansley Park is a hotbed of radicalism. (Lord no. Daddy, whose political views often put him in the neighborhood minority, still counted many from Ansley Park as his friends and allies.) Still, to John Henry’s chagrin, most of our neighbors are progressive in their politics. They are usually tasteful about it, of course. Most people from Ansley Park would rather write a big check than make a big scene.

Another thing John Henry is not thrilled about is Ansley’s close proximity to Midtown. Not the office buildings, but the little strip of shops on Piedmont and Tenth Street that cater to a gay clientele. Midtown, after all, has become the gay capital of the South, and John Henry is not, as my colorist, Chevre, says, “gay friendly.”

But I love our neighborhood. I love the tall modern buildings peeping over the gracious old homes. Living in Ansley Park, you never forget that Atlanta actually is a city. Most people who say they live in Atlanta do not live in the city at all. Most of our four million residents live OTP—outside the perimeter. But Ansley Park is in the center of things, and consequently I never have to drive more than fifteen minutes to get anywhere I need to be. The farthest I drive is to Coventry, where Charles and Caroline are in school, and that’s only about five miles away. It’s like my best friend Tiny always says: “The only time I go OTP is when I’m on an airplane.”

Caroline says that the whole city is one big strip mall. I say it’s made up of neighborhoods, that the old homes are really its attraction. True, there isn’t one spot in Atlanta where you stop and think, “Now I’m in the heart of the city.” Atlanta isn’t like a New York or a San Francisco. There’s no equivalent to Greenwich Village or North Beach here.

Virginia Highlands, with its boutiques and restaurants, tries to be that, I suppose, but it doesn’t have the diversity, the push and pull, the tumult. To be honest, Oakland Cemetery, over there off Memorial Drive, is where I feel most in the city. The cemetery is wide, hilly, and shaded with oaks. The two smokestacks of the old mill in Cabbagetown border it on one side; the modern Atlanta skyline on the other. Inside the actual cemetery are crumbling brick paths, stone gravestones, and mausoleums bearing the names of important Atlanta families. Also, there are thousands of unmarked Confederate soldiers’ graves and a section where large tombstones bearing Stars of David and Jewish names are all smushed together (the cemetery was originally segregated and the Jews were only given a small plot). Bobby Jones is buried at Oakland. So is Margaret Mitchell.

I wonder where Sandy will be buried. I don’t even know how you go about getting buried nowadays if your family hasn’t already bought a plot of land for you. Maybe Sandy will be cremated, though I doubt it. I have a feeling that as a Baptist, she’d rather be laid in the ground so that her body will be around for the Resurrection.

 

I TURN RIGHT on Peachtree Street and head toward Nanny Rose’s white brick house on Peachtree Battle Avenue, the same house John Henry grew up in. Nanny Rose has not redecorated since she moved in over fifty years ago. She once told me that “good taste never goes out of style,” which, frankly, assumes a lot. John Henry’s old room is painted egg yellow, same as it was when he slept there as a boy, and it still has two metal-framed twin beds in it, one for John Henry and one for Wallace, John Henry’s twin brother, who shot himself in the head his senior year at the University of Georgia.

 

IT’S ONE THIRTY on the dot when I arrive at Nanny Rose’s house, but even so, she is waiting outside in the ninety-degree heat. (I’ve lived in Atlanta my entire life except for when I was at college, yet every year I forget that early September is often just as hot as August.)

Nanny Rose has a way of making you feel that you are always late. You wouldn’t think such a little woman could be so intimidating.

Her hair is so black it looks almost blue in the midday sun. She must have colored it last night. I have asked her a million times to let Chevre do it, to give it a softer, more natural look, but she refuses, even though Chevre is the absolute best, able to transform my dull brown hair—embedded with lots of gray—into the glossy, rich color of polished mahogany. Nanny Rose says that hiring someone to fix her hair would be an unnecessary indulgence.

As much of it as she has, she’s really quite frugal with her money.

I drive up next to her, stop the car, lean over the passenger seat, and push her door open from the inside. She stands stiffly beside it. I sigh, turn off the ignition, and get out. Oh Lord. Here we go.

After officially opening the car door for her, I hold Gunther, her blond Pomeranian, who is apparently going with us to the funeral, while she lowers herself sideways into the seat.

“Come on back to Mother,” she says, holding out her hands for the dog.

Once Gunther is safely in her lap, she rotates her bottom until she is facing forward. I close her door and walk back around to the driver’s side. Once in my seat, I notice that Nanny Rose’s smell, a mix of floral perfume and Aqua Net, has already permeated the air.

“Hello, Louise,” she says. She tilts her cheek, almost imperceptibly, toward me and I lean over to kiss it. Her cheek feels dry and powdery beneath my lips. She has applied her rouge in a red circle, much as a clown would, although on Nanny Rose it doesn’t look clownish, just old-fashioned.

“Nanny Rose, I like your suit,” I say.

I do. She wears a pink-and-white-checked suit—ancient Chanel, I’m sure—nude pantyhose, and pink flats. As always she wears a thin gold chain around her neck with her diamond engagement ring and her wedding band hanging from it. Her fingers, which are bony and long, swell from arthritis. She runs her right hand roughly over Gunther’s spine. He emits a low growl.

“Where are the children?” she asks, peering around to look in the back of the car as if Caroline and Charles might be hiding below the seats. “Where is John Henry?”

“John Henry has a deposition in Birmingham, and Caroline—well—she got cast in the school play, Steel Magnolias, and she really didn’t feel that she could miss practice.”

Nanny Rose looks at me as if she just swallowed something that tastes terrible. “She can’t miss play practice for a funeral?”

“Apparently it was a huge deal that she got a lead part as a sophomore, and she’s just nervous about it. She doesn’t want to upset the director.”

“Do you think it’s appropriate for her to put so much time and energy into extracurricular activities when her grades are so dismal?”

I shrug my shoulders. Frankly, I have no idea what I should do about Caroline and her terrible attitude toward school, but I’d no sooner take acting away from her than I would throw her out on the street. That girl lives to perform.

“John Henry never had any scholastic difficulties,” says Nanny Rose. “He was an excellent student.”

“I know, Nanny Rose,” I say, flashing her a smile before focusing again on the road. “He and I met at Chapel Hill, remember?”

“Oh yes. Of course. Which house were you in?”

“Chi Omega,” I say. We have been over this a hundred times.

“Chi Omega is a good old house. Of course, Pi Beta Phi is best, isn’t it, Gunther?” She scratches the dog under his chin.

“Chi O was a top house,” I say, turning onto the entrance ramp of I-75 south.


“We’re taking the expressway?” asks Nanny Rose, her voice alarmed. Nanny Rose never drives on the expressway.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “Don’t worry, this will pop us right over to the church.”

“Thirty-three years Sandy worked for me and I never knew she was a Baptist.”

“Sandy didn’t talk much about her personal life,” I say.

Nanny Rose nods solemnly. “I know. That was one of the things I liked best about her. She always showed up on time and never called to say she was sick and couldn’t make it. I had this other girl working for me—Josephine. She’d come on the day Sandy was at your house, except she hardly ever came. There was always something the matter with either her child or her car. Not Sandy. Sandy was as reliable as the postman. More so!”

I glance at Nanny Rose and see that her eyes are pooling with tears. She reaches into her quilted clutch, pulls out a linen handkerchief, and dabs her eyes with it.

“I’ve slowed down,” she says. “I can’t do everything for myself the way I used to. Sandy, she used to help me in and out of the bath; she used to help me into my clothes. Why, it got so I’d even let her help me into my girdle! Now she’s up and left me and I’m not going to have anyone to help me get around anymore. You can’t help me, can you, Gunther?” she asks, lifting Gunther’s chin with her hand.

“I’m not going to be able to go to circle or to play bridge or to go have lunch at the Club now that my Sandy is gone. No one will be there to help me get myself together.”

Nanny Rose is crying in earnest now. She looks so small in the passenger seat. She looks like a child.

“You got yourself together today, didn’t you?” I ask. “Look at how nice you’re dressed.”

Nanny Rose blows her nose into the corner of her handkerchief and then folds it over.


“We’ll find you someone else,” I say. “Sandy might have a granddaughter or a niece who would like to come and work for you.”

I consider suggesting that Faye might be available, but I refrain. Though I’m sorry that Sandy died, I am not sorry to be done with sharing “help” with Nanny Rose. The less tangled my day-to-day life is with my mother-in-law, the better.

“No one will be able to replace her, Louise. You ought to know that.”

I have never heard Nanny Rose talk about Sandy this way. They were always so formal with each other. Nanny Rose still had Sandy wear a maid’s uniform, for goodness’ sake, a little starched black dress with a white apron. Nanny Rose was always “Mrs. Parker” to Sandy. Nanny Rose even had a little silver bell she would ring when she needed her.

Our exit should be coming up, but I’m not exactly sure which one it is. I ask Nanny Rose if she will look in the glove compartment for the directions. She starts pulling out all the folded maps that John Henry makes me keep in there.

“No, it’s just the directions John Henry wrote out for me. Look for a yellow sheet of legal paper.”

Nanny Rose fumbles around in there some more, pulling out several of Caroline’s CDs. One shows a close-up of a girl’s tiny pink shorts, the V of her crotch evident. Nanny Rose snorts.

“They let any hussy put her picture up nowadays, don’t they?” she says.

All I can think to say is “Yes, ma’am.”

I spot the directions in the corner of the glove compartment, and I reach across Nanny Rose to yank them out.

“You drive,” she says. “I’ll look at these.”

She straightens the directions with her hand. “Turn left on Peachtree Circle,” she says.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say, as patiently as I can. “I already did that. We’re all the way to where we exit off I-Twenty. Does it say which exit we want to take?”

Nanny Rose runs her eyes down the page. She rests the directions on top of Gunther’s head, making it look as if he is wearing a paper hat. “All right now. Get on I-Seventy-five south.”

“Yes, ma’am. We’ve done that.”

“Get onto I-Twenty west,” she says.

I have to hold myself back from snatching the directions out of her hands.

Gunther barks, knocking the directions off his head and onto the floor. Nanny Rose bops him on his wet nose. “Bad boy!” she says.

As she bends down to fish the directions off the floor, I pass the exit. That was it. That was where I was supposed to get off. Damn. John Henry warned me to follow his directions carefully. Otherwise, he said, it might be Bonfire of the Vanities all over again. I pull off at the next exit, hoping I will see an entrance ramp as soon as I do, so I can get back on I-20 heading east and backtrack to where I am supposed to be.

Once off the expressway, I notice right away that the billboards are smaller on this side of town and that they feature black people instead of white. On the side of the road, just in front of a strip mall with a Dollar General and a check-cashing business, is a man selling socks. His sign reads “100 pair for $5.” He sits behind a cardboard table, bags and bags of socks stacked on top of it.

If I bought everyone in my family a hundred pairs of socks, I wouldn’t have to do laundry for weeks.

“I believe John Henry Senior once owned some property over here,” says Nanny Rose. “A sign. He rented it for twenty dollars a month.”

It seems John Henry’s daddy owned some piece of every neighborhood in Atlanta.


“John Henry Senior and I used to drive by his properties after church,” says Nanny Rose. “Sometimes he would need to collect rent. Afterwards we’d stop for a Frosty Orange at the Varsity on our way back home. He called this area Colored Town, though I guess people don’t say that anymore.”

Where is that entrance ramp? Did I get so distracted by those damn socks that I drove right past it?

“I don’t think I’d use that expression at the funeral if I was you,” I say, looking for a good place to turn around.

Nanny Rose and I may well be the only white people there. I glance down at my brown Armani pants that I wear with a black silk shirt that ties in little bows around the cuffs. My outfit would pass muster at an Episcopalian funeral, but I start to worry I’m not dressed up enough for the Baptists.

I turn down a side street that appears residential. Nanny Rose holds Gunther up to the window, looking to see if they can spot any dogs on the sidewalk.

“Good heavens, Louise,” says Nanny Rose. “Why are you driving us through the slums?”

We pass a house stripped entirely of its siding. We pass a boarded-up apartment marked with “No Trespassing” signs. We pass unadorned lawns, an old Cadillac, and a sleepy-eyed man in overalls whose gaze follows our car until we have passed him.

“Are the doors locked?” Nanny Rose asks.

I wish I hadn’t already thought the same thing. I wish I didn’t get nervous driving through poor black neighborhoods. I wish I wasn’t relieved that the Lexus locks automatically, which is such an improvement over when you had to lock the door yourself, drawing attention to the act both by moving your hand to the lock and by the loud clicking noise that accompanied the action.

Up ahead by a stop sign is a group of black boys who must be around Caroline’s age. All of them wear long white T-shirts, which look as if they have been bleached and ironed, on top of jeans pulled down so low the seats cover their knees instead of their rears. All but one wears bright white sneakers. The other has on black sneakers with Velcro straps instead of laces, the straps flailing to the sides, intentionally left undone. A couple of the boys wear their hair braided into thick cornrows; one has an Afro with a comb stuck in it. It is he who looks down the street and notices our car coming their way.

I grip the steering wheel even tighter while telling myself to calm down. These are only boys, only children Caroline’s age, and there is no reason, just because they are black, that I should be afraid of them. We studied the perception versus the reality of actual danger once in Sunday school and how it is our internalized racism that makes us scared of those who are—in fact—quite often the most vulnerable and disadvantaged. Still, it’s not as if Nanny Rose and I blend into the neighborhood. It’s not as if we are driving a rusty old car. No, we are driving the new silver Lexus that John Henry gave me for my birthday.

“I would just drive on through that stop sign if I were you,” says Nanny Rose. “A group of boys is never up to any good.”

The boys spread out, watching us come toward them. I tap the brakes. As we roll toward the group I lock eyes with the one who has the comb stuck in his hair. He raises his hand as if he’s waving me on by, then just before I drive past him, he steps in front of the car. I swerve, barely avoiding contact, and drive through the intersection without stopping. From my rearview mirror I watch him laugh and slap the hands of his friends.

 

THE SERVICE WAS scheduled to begin at two. It’s almost two thirty by the time we finally find the church. The small parking lot is full, but we find a space across the street. Nanny Rose takes her compact out of her purse and reapplies lipstick while I wait for her outside the car. It is so hot I am beginning to sweat. I hope there are no rings of perspiration seeping through my silk top. When Nanny Rose has finished reapplying her lipstick she looks up at me through the window, indicating that I may open her door. When I do, she rotates her bottom once again so that her legs are sticking out. She holds Gunther in one arm and grabs my hand with the other. I pull her to her feet. It always surprises me when I stand next to Nanny Rose that she is a half foot shorter than I am.

Nanny Rose fishes Gunther’s leash out of her purse, attaches it to his collar, and puts him down on the hot sidewalk. His toenails make a fast little clicking noise as we cross the street.

The church is a plain white brick building, a perfect rectangle with a pitched roof supporting a metal cross. The cross looks like a lightning rod. Nanny Rose, Gunther, and I walk to the front door. Above it “Jesus Is the Answer” is painted in red, blocky letters. A short black woman, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat and white gloves, holds the door open for us.

“Welcome,” she says. “I’m Miss Ella Watson, Mr. Brown’s next-door neighbor. I’m also on the Mother Board here at Mount Zion.”

“How wonderful,” says Nanny Rose. “I’m Mrs. John Henry Parker Senior, and this is my daughter-in-law, Mrs. John Henry Parker Junior. Sandy worked for our family for over thirty years.”

“Call me Louise,” I say.

“Well, it sure is good of y’all to come,” says Miss Watson. “And Sandy looks just as peaceful as can be, praise God. The undertaker did a fine job, a fine job indeed. Pastor’s not here yet, so there’s still time to look at the body.”

Nanny Rose bends down to pick up Gunther. I doubt he’s allowed in the sanctuary, but it’s too hot to leave him outside. His little brain would cook in no time.

The church is packed. As I expected, Nanny Rose and I are the only white people in here. As we walk toward the viewing line, I notice that there are no hymnals tucked into the backs of the pews. No Bibles either. At All Saints there are kneelers beneath each pew, but of course Baptists don’t use those. There is a portrait of a black man in a white suit hanging behind the altar. At first I think the portrait is a rendering of a black Jesus, which I think is just wonderful, but as we move up in the viewing line I’m able to make out the lettering below the portrait, which reads “Pastor Williams.”

There must be over a hundred people packed into this church. I have no idea who any of them might be. Sandy never spoke about her home life. I probably should have asked her about it, but I was always more comfortable having a business relationship with her. To tell the truth, I felt guilty having a black housekeeper. I felt as if I were holding a string that connected me to my mother and grandmother (both of whom had black maids), all the way back to the wives of slave owners. Maybe it is silly, but I’ve always felt more comfortable having Faye, who is white, clean for me, even though Faye comes with her own set of problems and Sandy was the much better worker of the two.

The woman directly in front of us in the viewing line wears a blue hat with a white polka-dot band. She turns to look at us, and I detect a flicker of surprise on her face. I don’t know if she’s surprised because we are white or because of Gunther.

“Can you believe that no-good preacher hasn’t showed up yet?” she asks.

Nanny Rose sticks out her free hand. “I’m Mrs. John Henry Parker Senior,” she says. “And this is Gunther.”

The woman looks at me, confused. “Gunther?” she asks.

“No, ma’am,” I say, smiling. “I’m Louise Parker, Mrs. Parker’s daughter-in-law.” I point at the dog. “That’s Gunther.”

“Lord have mercy,” she says. “I’m Mrs. Evelyn Brown, and that sure is the tiniest dog I’ve ever seen.”

Gunther bares his teeth and starts barking at Mrs. Brown. Nanny Rose quickly slaps his nose.


“Bad boy!” she says. “You’ll have to excuse him. He is just distraught over Sandy’s passing.”

“Have mercy,” says Mrs. Brown. “That dog must have liked Sandy a lot more than Sandy liked it.”

We edge closer and closer to her coffin. I remind myself not to touch Sandy’s face. Ever since I was a little girl and I went to my great-grandmother’s funeral, I have had a compulsive urge to touch the dead. I don’t know why. It’s almost as if I can’t believe the flesh will be cold instead of warm and I just want to feel it for myself. Some people, I’m sure, find it morbid to view the body after death, but I find it greatly comforting. It’s just so obvious that the person—his or her spirit—is no longer present. It makes me wonder if there is indeed a place the spirit might go.

There is a stir in the church. I turn around and look at the entrance and see that the man whom I recognize from the portrait behind the altar is making his way down the center aisle of the church. Pastor Williams has finally arrived. The viewing line starts to move faster and faster until Mrs. Brown is saying a prayer over Sandy’s body, and then it is our turn.

I take Nanny Rose by the hand and we walk to Sandy’s coffin, stand next to it, and peer over its edge. Obviously I expect to see Sandy in it—or rather, the shell of her—wearing her best dress and curly wig.

Only, our Sandy isn’t in the coffin. In her place is a petite black man wearing a dark brown suit, a mustard yellow shirt, and a slightly darker yellow tie. Attached to the tie is a small metal pin shaped like a peacock.

“Why, we must be at the wrong viewing,” says Nanny Rose, but it is too late. I have looked closer and realized that no, we are at the right funeral. Placed in Sandy’s hand is a pink leather Bible, just the Gospels, with her—his—name stamped on it in gold. The Bible was a present from Nanny Rose for Sandy’s sixty-fifth birthday. Nanny Rose gave Caroline one just like it.


I make a quick decision. “You’re right,” I say. “This isn’t Sandy. Let’s go.”

But no, Nanny Rose is peering into the coffin and reading the engraving on the front of Sandy’s Bible.

She begins to shake her head. Gunther struggles in her arms, trying to get to Sandy, barking like crazy. I feel every eye in the church on our backs.

“I don’t understand,” says Nanny Rose. She is too confused to shush Gunther. “I gave Sandy that Bible.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say, “I recognize it.”

Gunther is barking again and again at Sandy, and I surprise myself by reaching over and slapping his nose myself.

Nanny Rose clutches my forearm. “Louise,” she says, her voice cracking, “that is Sandy.” She lets go of my arm and points an accusing finger at the dead man’s head. “That man is Sandy. My Sandy was a black man!”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “Hush now, people are watching us.”

Nanny Rose’s eyes fill with panic. “Louise, that man helped me into my girdle! That black man helped me into my girdle!”

She hands me Gunther, who is still barking his head off, rolls her eyes toward heaven, and faints to the floor.









CHAPTER TWO

Wherever You Go, There You Are

(Caroline, Fall 1999)




When we took the SATs, Jim got a 1560. A lot of kids in my class at Coventry scored high—our average, brought down by me, was a 1320—but Jim, it’s like he goes deeper than the rest of us. He reads the Bhagavad Gita and the Bible, and the Koran, and he can put himself into a trance through self-hypnosis. He says he’s working on levitation.

Jim is going to be an analyst one day, combining Western and Eastern schools of thought. For inspiration Jim built a Christian labyrinth (Jim says the center stone symbolizes heaven) and a Zen rock garden in his backyard. He spends his afternoons in solitude out there, walking the labyrinth and meditating in the rock garden. He says all of the great spiritual teachers were devotees of meditation, Jesus included. Jim is teaching me how to meditate too. He says to close my eyes and clear my mind. If I can’t clear it of everything, he says to imagine a big, floating 10. Then I’m supposed to count down from there, picturing the numbers each step of the way. He says if I can just free my mind I’ll be a better student. I hope he’s right. I can’t fail math.


 

JIM AND MY best friend, Amanda, started dating after they hooked up in the hot tub at Susan Ridley’s house. Amanda lost her virginity to Jim, although he lost his two years ago to a girl he met at this Emerging Philosophers gathering in D.C. He promised Amanda that he was safe; he told her that he wore two condoms the first time he had sex.

About half of the girls in my class are infatuated with Jim. It’s something about his eyes. They fix right on you and seem to shine when you say something he approves of. Jim’s dad is Japanese, so he’s half Asian. It’s funny: if you were to describe Jim to me and then ask if I thought he would be popular at Coventry, I would say no chance in hell. First of all, the fact that he’s Asian is one strike against him. I mean, it shouldn’t be, but my school is so fucking WASPy that it is. Also, if you’re actually in class with him—and I’m only in one, religion, which isn’t tracked into regular and honors like all of the real classes are—you realize how scarily competitive he is, how brutally he will cut down your argument if it isn’t completely solid, how he’s willing to be a real asshole if it means winning the intellectual point.

Plus, he dresses like a freak.

He buys three-piece suits from this vintage store in Little Five Points, and he’ll wear the suits to class too, along with wing tips. Or else he will wear something completely crazy, like the time he came to school in a Cowboy costume, complete with Stetson hat, fringed vest, and chaps over his jeans. All the guys on the football team were high-fiving him at lunch. I mean, you’d think he’d be the biggest geek at the school, you’d think he’d have to eat with Scott Seeger and Aaron Wolanksi, but he doesn’t. People worship Jim.

Except me. Even though he’s supposedly one of my best friends, I don’t trust him. He can be mean, like the time we got drunk a few weeks ago and started talking about politics. He and I were sitting in the kitchen, drinking my father’s Scotch, waiting for Amanda to show up, and I was saying how happy I was that I have an early birthday, because that means I will turn eighteen at the beginning of next year (senior year, thank God!), and I can vote against the Republicans in the November election.

Jim said I had no right to be a Democrat.

“You can’t live in a two-million-dollar house and vote for the party of the Teamsters,” he said. “That’s idiotic.”

“My parents’ house isn’t worth two million dollars,” I said, though I really have no idea what it’s worth. “And it’s not like I can help how they choose to live. Besides, my mother has never once voted for a Republican.”

He snorted.

“God, Caroline, you are so naïve. You were born rich, you are rich, and you always will be rich, so you might as well just face it and vote for the party that will let you hold on to more of your daddy’s money. I’m sure if your mother earned a salary, she would start voting Republican too.”

I should have yelled at him, told him to shut up, told him to get the fuck out of my (parents’) house. But I couldn’t say anything. I felt so utterly exposed. I started to cry, and once I started, I could not stop.

Jim’s words had the finality of a sentence being handed down.

 

GOD KNOWS WHAT my father will do when he discovers I’m failing Algebra II. Midterm grades will be sent in a few weeks, and I know I’ll get a yellow slip, the color they use to indicate immediately that your average is below a 70. Dad says if I ever fail a class I can forget about going out of state for college. That means I’ll go to UGA. About twenty kids go there each year from my class. They all get apartments with other Coventry kids and join the same couple of fraternities and sororities and their southern accents get thicker and thicker and by their senior year they are engaged. That’s what happened to Amanda’s older sister, Sarah. She was sort of a hippie in high school, but then she went to Georgia, pledged Phi Mu, and started saying “Heck ya!” all the time, her head bobbing above her pearls.

Georgia doesn’t have an acting conservatory, so it’s out of the question for me to go there. Acting is what I live to do—seriously. Instead of all the dead time we spend in normal life, life on stage is all about conflict and movement; every moment is bigger and more meaningful. Frederick, my director, wants me to apply to Juilliard. I tell him I don’t have the grades, but he says that doesn’t matter, all that counts for admission there is how well you do in the audition. Which he says I’ll nail.

 

I AM SO far behind in algebra I don’t think it’s possible to catch up. Plus my teacher, Dr. Mack, is always letting us get him off topic. He’s a born-again, but he loves to talk about his wild pre-conversion days. He’s so dorky it’s practically impossible to think of him at a party. He’s got greasy blond hair, which he wears parted to the extreme left and pushed across his forehead, and he’s skinnier than most of the girls in my class. Seriously. He can’t weigh more than a hundred pounds. Plus he’s got this supersensitive skin that is always breaking out in a red rash and flaking. It’s pretty disgusting.

I don’t know how many times he’s told us about the keg he and his roommates kept in their dorm room at college. They attached a hose to where the pump should have been, and every morning when they woke up they’d take a suck.

I know I shouldn’t try to get him off topic; I should be visiting him during Coventry’s so-called power hour, the time after school when all the teachers are required to stay in their classrooms in case a student wants to come by and ask questions about the homework.


Yeah right. As soon as the final bell rings I am gone. I am anywhere but Coventry, at least until play practice begins.

Today in class I ask Dr. Mack what happened to make him convert.

“I woke up one day tired of being hungover,” he says.

I don’t really know what that has to do with Jesus.

 

I STAY LATE after rehearsal talking with Frederick. He’s only twenty-three, just out of Yale, but he looks older, probably because he’s such a dead ringer for Daniel Day-Lewis, gravitas and all. I find it hard to imagine him ever having been in high school, but he was, only five years ago. He went to Grady, which is where I would have gone had I gone to public school. It’s awesome that he got into Yale from Grady. Everyone at Coventry is so hysterical about where they will get into college, but Frederick just toughed it out at an urban public school, wrote his college essay about the experience, and was Ivy-bound.

 

AT SCHOOL TODAY Amanda tells me that there is no way in hell she’s letting me flunk out of Coventry. She’s going to tutor me. She had Dr. Mack for algebra last year (she’s on the honors track, which puts her a year ahead of me in math and science) and she got an A in the course. Amanda gets A’s in all her classes. She’s on academic scholarship at Coventry; otherwise there’s no way her mom would be able to afford the tuition. Our freshman year Amanda got a C on her first math test and I swear she was practically suicidal over it. I kept saying, “But a seventy-six means you knew seventy-six percent of the material. That’s good!”

After school we go to the condo she lives in with her mom, who hasn’t come home yet to pour herself a gin and tonic and curse the men in her life. We take Cokes from the kitchen along with a glass plate of salmon mousse left over from one of her mom’s catering jobs. I consider taking a beer but decide that’s stupid. It’s only four o’clock and besides, it’s a Tuesday.


I sit on Amanda’s bed, rubbing my fingers against her yellow and blue flowered comforter. She stoops in front of her books, pulling a thick notebook from the lowest shelf.

“Here,” she says. “Look over these, and tell me which problems you could do if Mack gave them to you.” She hands me a stack of old tests.

“Oh my God,” I say.

Amanda is sitting cross-legged on the floor, staring at her foot. “I know,” she says. “Do you think it’s a wart?”

“Not your foot, the tests. These are the exact same ones he’s using this year. These first three, I’ve taken them all. You’d think he would have at least changed the numbers in the problems.”

Amanda looks up at me. “Maybe we should just pretend you didn’t see them.”

I slip the tests into my bag. “Maybe you should just pretend you didn’t see that.”

 

DR. MACK SAYS the class average on yesterday’s test improved by four points.

“You guys must have been paying attention,” he says.

He passes them back, each folded in half so we can’t see each other’s grades. Mine is a 91. I could have gotten a 100, but I purposely made some mistakes. I mean, you can’t go from a 68—my brilliant score on the last one I took—to a 100 without raising some suspicion. On top of my test Dr. Mack wrote “WAY TO GO!” in red ink.

 

DURING REHEARSAL FREDERICK takes us to the stage of the Van Dunn Theatre. The theater is new, built only two years ago. It’s beautiful. The lobby has a glass wall overlooking the cross-country trails, the seating is raised so everyone can see, and the stage floor is laid with glossy wood. Muffin Van Dunn is in my grade, but she likes to pretend she’s not connected to her donor grandparents. She slums it by wearing peasant tops and used Levi’s.

We line up on the stage, all facing the empty seats where the audience will be. Frederick, whose black hair is slicked back from his face, stands behind the last row, holding a clipboard with the names of everyone in the cast. Frederick always forgets the names of the kids with bit parts.

“You people are not projecting,” he says, his own voice booming. “We’ve got to make sure Grandma with the hearing aid can understand what’s happening up there.”

One by one he asks us what our plans are for the weekend. We are to answer loud enough so that he can hear us from back where he is. When he gets to me, I project my voice from deep in my chest.

“After sleeping with the director of Antigone, I’ll drive home the next morning and stop at Waffle House for breakfast.”

The line of cast members jerks as people laugh and look over each other’s shoulders to gawk at me.

“Well,” says Frederick. “Well.”

I thought it would be a funny thing to say, but I was wrong. I’m burning. I want to rewind, to go back, to tell him I’m going to Bridgetown Grill with Amanda. I’m such a fucking idiot.

 

I DON’T TELL my parents about my 91. Mom wouldn’t react anyway. She’s not really that emotive, at least not when it comes to my accomplishments. With Charles it’s a different story. Dad would just shake out his newspaper and smile smugly, assuming that his threats worked. Which, in a way, they did.

 

DURING ASSEMBLY THIS morning they announce which juniors from our class will be on the Honor Council next year. Jim is chosen. I know it’s supposed to be this great privilege and everything, but it seems to me that all the kids on it are just selling out their classmates so they can get into better colleges. I had this idea that we should boycott the system. If nobody ran for the councils (Honor and Discipline—Honor to kick out the cheaters, Discipline to kick out the drinkers), the teachers would be the only ones able to bust us. And it’s not like they are going to show up at our parties to see who’s drinking. Well, Frederick might. But not to get us in trouble. To join in.

 

TODAY WHEN DR. MACK hands me back my test (I got a 92), he says, “I don’t know what you’re doing, but whatever it is, keep it up!” I worry he is being facetious. All day long I wait to be called in front of the Honor Council. Ever since assembly, I can’t stop thinking about it, thinking about the times I’ve seen people summoned. Skip Peterson, a senior, will arrive at the classroom door, whisper something to the teacher, and call you out. I’ve seen it happen three times since I started Coventry. Skip always looks so friendly waiting at the door. He is a wrestler, short and squat with curly brown hair. He’s also active in Fellowship of Christian Athletes and Monday Morning Fellowship, and he’s head Honor prefect. Once I was walking down Allen Hall just as MMF was being let out, and half the girls were either holding their stomachs or crying. It turned out Skip had brought in a slide show of aborted fetuses.

 

FREDERICK KEEPS DAVE and me in rehearsal until seven o’clock, practicing the slap. I am so happy that Dave is King Creon. Dave is the other really good actor at Coventry. When I’m on stage with him, I feel totally safe, like anything could happen—I could even forget a line—and he’d be there backing me up.

Frederick says that essentially Antigone is a story about the dignity of breaking unjust laws. Sure, Antigone’s brothers were violent assholes who would rather kill each other than rule together, but there was no reason why one of them—Eteocles—should be given a noble burial while the other—Polynices—was declared a traitor to the state, his corpse unburied and left to rot. Polynices didn’t do anything worse than Eteocles did. And regardless of his actions, Antigone should have been allowed to bury her brother. That was the women’s spiritual duty in Greek times, to bury the dead. But her uncle Creon won’t let her do it, because doing so would honor “the traitor.” So she sneaks out and buries him anyway. She does a crappy job with it, I mean, all she does is sprinkle a little dirt on him, but the important thing is that she refuses to compromise her principles, even though she sacrifices her own life by doing so.

That’s why the slap is so important, so crucial to understanding the play. Creon slaps me when I force him to realize that he’s going to have to sentence me to death, that I won’t deny the crime I’ve committed. He tells me that we can just cover it up and pretend it never happened, but I promise him that even if he tries to do that, I’ll just go and bury my brother again. When he finally realizes that I won’t back down, he slaps me, and in that moment, I win. In that moment, he is the bad guy; I am the virtuous heroine, and the gods will reward me justly.

We practice the slap again and again. To make it real, Dave actually has to hit me. Hard. This isn’t some cheesy high school production. I mean, it’s high school, but this is Coventry, and nothing is amateur at Coventry. The only thing that softens the blow is that I know it’s coming so I can turn my head when I feel his hand on my cheek. He must have slapped me twenty-five times before Frederick let us go. My face is still red when I arrive home to an empty kitchen. I find Mom, Dad, and Charles in the den, watching Jeopardy! Charles and Mom are practically snuggling together on the sofa. Dad is in his chair, his eyes closed, the newspaper in his lap.

Looking at Dad, who is a Coventry alum, I wonder: does Coventry make you sign a pledge upon graduation, promising you’ll dress like a Republican for the rest of your life? Dad looks just like the preppy guys at my high school, only older and more dressed up. You’ve got to hand it to him, he keeps in good shape with his morning run; there’s no gut sticking out of his blue Brooks Brothers shirt, which is still tucked into his black suit pants. His light brown hair is cut just like a football player’s, short on the back and sides. The only difference is that Dad grows a comb-over to cover his bald spot.

“There’s vegetable soup in the fridge,” Mom says, not even looking up at me.

Mom’s vegetable soup is a total misnomer. It’s got two pounds of ground beef in it.

I just stand there, waiting for her to look up at me and say something about my appearance.

“Who is Stephen King,” says Charles.

Mom clucks her tongue and tickles Charles’s forearm. “Right again!” she says.

I want to scream. At Charles for being Mom’s favorite. At her for not noticing that my cheek is red and might even bruise, and at Dad just to make him wake the fuck up.

 

WHEN I ARRIVE at the Waffle House, Jim is already there, sitting in a booth and sipping coffee. He’s wearing normal clothes—jeans and an untucked flannel shirt—but he has on a green plaid hunting hat with earflaps.

“Are we rereading Catcher in the Rye?” I ask.

He points his finger at me as if it were a gun. “You got it.”

I order coffee and a pecan waffle and wait for him to tell me why he wanted to meet for breakfast. I wonder if he’s going to confess that he slept with Shyamala Patel and consult with me over whether or not he should tell Amanda. Shyamala and Jim were in the Inquirers’ Society together, and Jim was always saying that she was the only girl he knew who was his intellectual equal. She graduated last year and went to Harvard. Jim said he saw her this summer while he was attending an enrichment program up there.

A hundred bucks says they fucked.

Jim asks if I’m still meditating and I tell him that I try.

“That makes me very happy,” he says. “I think meditation will be extremely helpful for you.”

The waitress brings our food, the waffle for me and cheese and eggs with cinnamon raisin toast for Jim. He eats deliberately, taking his time with each bite. I slow down my eating so I won’t look like a total pig in front of him.

“There’s some talk going around about your high scores in Dr. Mack’s class,” he says, after taking a sip of coffee.

I am chewing a bite of waffle, and it feels as if it’s expanding, stuffing the inside of my mouth like a piece of foam. I wash it down with water.

“Who’s talking?” I ask.

Jim shakes his head. “It’s confidential,” he says. “The incoming prefects, we sit in on the meetings.”

Oh my God. “It came up at a meeting?”

Jim’s mouth is a straight line; it almost seems as if he’s mad at me. “Look, I’ve told you too much already. Just be careful. Don’t tell anyone about Amanda’s tests. Pretend it never happened. If you do get called in front of the Honor Council, remember: Deny, deny, deny until you die, you die, you die.”

He takes another sip of coffee. “Besides, they’ve hardly got any evidence.”

 

I CONSIDER ASKING Frederick if he’s heard any rumors that I’m cheating; maybe he knows the inside faculty scoop. I am pretty sure he wouldn’t turn me in, even if I told him everything. He doesn’t care about Coventry. He already told me he lied during his interview with the headmaster. In order to be hired here you have to say that you are a Christian.


“You lied about that?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I’m an actor.”

And he is. In a few years he’s going to apply to MFA programs in acting. He would have gone right to grad school, but he needed money. That’s why he took the job at Coventry, so he could live at home with his mom and save.

 

IN CLASS, I don’t try to distract Dr. Mack with questions about his personal life. I just keep my head down and take notes, trying not to draw attention from anyone. That’s hard because I arrived just before the second bell, and the only seat left was the one by Magda Miller. Magda is one of two lesbians in our class (they’re not officially “out” or anything, but everyone who does theater knows) and she is always trying to be wacky. She carries plastic pieces of fruit in a straw bag—don’t ask me why. Everyday before class begins she lays the fruit out in front of her on the table.

I keep glancing around the room, trying to see if anyone is looking at me strangely. Maybe I’m imagining it, but I think Becca Sanders, who is only a sophomore, is glaring in my direction. Becca is really good at math, but I outscored her on the last two tests.

 

INSTEAD OF GOING to the cafeteria, Amanda and I eat lunch at the Shack, which we are supposed to call the Student Center, but no one does. I buy a pepperoni pita pocket and a Coke, and she buys a Diet Coke and a bagel. I refuse to buy diet soda, even though I have gained ten pounds in the last year, even though Mom says that at some point in every woman’s life you have to start counting calories. Frederick says I have beautiful curves. He says as long as my waist stays small I should not fight my hips and my boobs, that they will help me get acting jobs one day. He says I should always wear V-necks to auditions.


“Did Jim talk to you about the tests?” I ask, keeping my voice low in case someone is listening.

Amanda nods, sticking her finger into the little cup of cream cheese that comes with the bagel.

“I didn’t know you were going to tell anybody that I borrowed them,” I say.

She shrugs. “He’s my boyfriend.” She licks the cream cheese off her finger. “Don’t worry. He says he doubts it will be brought to court.”

“What are we going to do if it is?” I ask.

“I don’t think we should talk about this in here,” she says. “Anyway, I don’t mean to be a bitch, but all I did was show you my notes from last year. I had no idea you would use them to cheat.”

I don’t know what to say. Apparently she doesn’t either. She looks over my shoulder and starts waving to a group of guys walking into the Shack.

“Eric!” she says. “Over here.”

 

AT HOME AFTER dinner I lie on my bed in the dark imagining what it will be like to go in front of the Honor Council. My freshman year two girls got kicked out for stealing old tests from their chemistry teacher’s drawer. I remember seeing one of them, Emily, after she was expelled. Her eyes were swollen from crying and her cheeks were red and splotchy. She told me the council kept them waiting in an emptied-out office for two hours while they deliberated.
 
I remind myself that I, like Frederick, am an actor. Everything that happens to me I will use to hone my craft. And being an actor, I can fake my way through the hearing. I will deny ever having seen the tests. Or I will plead ignorance, say I didn’t know I was cheating, that all I was doing was studying from a friend’s old notes. Anywhere else, this would be no big deal. I heard that at Georgia, SAE keeps a file of old tests for all the brothers to use. But Coventry is different. Coventry is concerned with our character.

 

IT’S OPENING NIGHT and I nailed it. I was good. I was great. I got a standing ovation. Frederick gives me a card and six pink roses after the performance. The card says that he couldn’t imagine a more talented and lovely actress to play Antigone. It says that if we both end up in New York I should give him a call and we will get a drink. I bury the card in my bag after opening it. He could get fired for writing something like that.

He has the most beautiful handwriting. Each letter looks worked over.

 

I TELL MYSELF I’m not going to cheat again, but I end up once again memorizing the answers from Amanda’s old test. I try to figure the problems out on my own, but I have no idea what any of it means. And I can’t call Amanda for help. We haven’t talked since that day in the Shack.

 

BESIDE MY 92 Dr. Mack writes, “Way to Go!” I feel frantic looking at his red words. I am sure he is being sarcastic.

 

I CAN’T STAND it any longer, this waiting to be kicked out. I drive to Jim’s house after school, my window rolled down because it’s such a nice day. The leaves on the trees are red and orange and yellow and if things were normal Amanda and I would be at the park eating ice cream or drinking beers.

Jim’s dad is an economics professor at Emory, so they live near there, even though it’s sort of far away from Coventry. Jim’s house is smaller than ours, but it’s really nice. It looks like an old English cottage—it has these little diamond-shaped windows—and it’s set on this huge lot that backs up to the woods. Jim’s old Jeep Wagoneer is parked in the driveway. I park behind it, noticing for the millionth time his bumper sticker that reads “Wherever You Go, There You Are.”

His mother answers the door wearing a blue denim jumper on top of a white T-shirt. She looks matronly, a look my mother avoids at all costs. (My mother wouldn’t be caught dead in denim anything. Not even jeans.)

Mrs. Watanabe calls for Jim, and when he doesn’t answer, she says he’s probably out back. She leads me through the front hall, lined with black-and-white photos of Jim and his two sisters, through the kitchen, and out the back door. The kitchen smells of melting chocolate. She says she’s baking cookies.

In the very back of the yard, just where the woods come in, Jim is walking the labyrinth, his chin tucked to his chest, his eyes to the ground. I stand on the edge and watch as he makes his way to the center, coming right up to it and then hitting a wall, which is really just a line he is not supposed to step over. He doesn’t. Instead he dutifully follows the course set out for him, walking toward one of its outer rings. Despite its tricks, if you continue to follow the labyrinth you will eventually get to heaven, even when it seems you are being led the wrong way. When Jim finally reaches the center he looks up, sees me, and smiles.

“Caroline. I’m so pleased that you are here. I was just thinking about you.”

He sits down, Indian-style, in the center circle, in heaven.

“Come sit with me,” he says. “The stones are nice and warm from the sun.”

I walk to the center of the maze, stepping over the lines. I sit beside him, stretching my legs out and trying to hold my back very straight. The sun shines on my shoulders, and the warm rocks feel wonderful against the backs of my legs.

I wish I could just relax, just sit and be still, but that’s not what I’m here for. I’m here for information, for reassurance.


“Jim, I’m freaking out. Every day I think Skip Peterson is going to come pull me out of class and drag me in front of the Honor Council.”

“Would you like some jerky?” he asks, pulling a Slim Jim out of his pocket.

“Um, no thanks,” I say, indicating with my (sarcastic) tone how odd the timing of his offer is. Then, remembering how much I need him to help me, I try to be funny. “Do you always eat snacks named after you?”

He smiles beatifically as if he is a wise old monk and I am a harmless but annoying fly. He tears the plastic wrapper off the top of his Slim Jim and takes one small bite.

“Please tell me,” I say. “Is the case going to come up?”

He doesn’t answer while his mouth is full, just stares straight ahead and chews and chews.

Finally he swallows. He looks right at me, his eyes darker and even more intense than usual. “You’re going to be all right. I promise. Nothing is going to happen to you.”

For a moment I believe him and the relief I feel is palpable. It’s like being granted a pardon and knowing I get to return to the living. And then I see the partially eaten Slim Jim on the stone in front of me and I feel a pressure on my leg, which I realize is his hand, rubbing, working its way up my thigh.

“You are going to be just fine,” he says and he is moving his hand up my skirt while we sit in the middle of the labyrinth, his mother only a grassy backyard away.

But what does that matter? She is busy baking chocolate cookies or washing her denim jumpers or hanging another photo of her son on the wall. And their house is private, on a corner lot, bordered by spruce trees on the neighbor’s side, woods in the back. Jim and Amanda have had sex on a blanket in those woods. Amanda told me.


No one but me can see what his hand is doing, see where it is creeping, feel his fingers gently stroke my thigh.

I want to tell him to stop. I need to tell him to stop. But I realize with sudden clarity that I have a choice: it’s this or the Honor Council. And I know, in my gut, that my cheating was never discussed at a council meeting. They would have called me in by now; they would have questioned me when they first got wind of it. Jim and Amanda are the only two people—besides me—who know what I did.

But that could change. Jim could turn me in. He’s looking at me, watching to see how I react to his hand.

I open my legs just the slightest bit.









CHAPTER THREE

Joie de Vivre Means Pain in My Ass, Right?

(Louise, Spring 2000)




Remember Susan Smith, the woman from South Carolina who drowned her two children? Everyone was talking about carjackings back then. You were supposed to lock your door the second you got in. Susan Smith said she’d been carjacked, that a black man held a gun to her head and forced her out of the car before he drove off with her kids.

That story scared us. As I was waiting for my low-impact aerobics class to begin, the ladies stretching in front of me whispered that this sort of tragedy would never, ever have happened back when they were girls. “Maybe things weren’t always fair,” said the one in the purple leotard, “but the world was safer. A black man would not dare go after a white baby.”

As I was waiting for Caroline to finish her acting class at the Alliance, Bootsey Brook told me about all the ways a man could get into your house when you weren’t looking.


“Lock your door even if you’re just going back and forth carrying groceries in from the car,” she said. “You never know who might be waiting to get at you.”

And then the truth came out, that there had been no kidnapping, that Susan Smith had rolled the car off the boat ramp herself, her three-year-old and eighteen-month-old strapped inside, crying for their mommy before their cries were swallowed by the cold dark water. After that only one word was heard at the grocery, at church, waiting in the carpool line at Coventry: monster. What kind of a monster would do such a thing?

 

LORD HELP ME, but I could relate to Susan Smith. Not to her actions, but to her thoughts. Once when Caroline was two and a half, she and I were in the kitchen, in our nightgowns, fixing breakfast while her daddy slept in. Caroline was standing not a foot away from me when I reached under the cabinet to pull out the iron skillet I use to fry bacon. Feeling the weight of the skillet in my hand, a thought flashed in my mind: What if I were to bring this down on her head?

Quick as I had it the thought was gone and I was asking Caroline how many pieces of oink-oink she wanted and I tried to write it off as that time of the month.

But it lodged in my brain. Not the urge to kill my daughter—Lord no, that was fast and fleeting—but the fact that I had the thought at all. Maybe having it meant I had inherited Mother’s craziness and it was just now coming out. Maybe I wasn’t fit to raise a child. Most disturbing was the fact that such a violent image could enter my mind during a time when I was not even upset with my daughter. What might happen the next time Caroline acted difficult?

Believe me, she was not an ideal child. Not like Charles, who came around five years later and was fifty times easier. There were times when I thought Caroline had it in for me, when I thought she was sent to this earth simply to make me snap.
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