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For Eleanor, Grace, and Charles
my family, my teachers, my friends




The time will come
when, with elation
you will greet yourself arriving
at your own door, in your own mirror
and each will smile at the other’s welcome,


DEREK WALCOTT
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Chapter One


Mallie had waited as long as she could. Larry was late, as usual. The spindly hands on the wall clock pointed to 6:25. She had to start dinner. Troy and David—it was Troy’s twelfth birthday—and three sleepover friends were bolting in and out of the kitchen, grabbing half-empty bags of crackers, pretzels and cookies from the food cabinet, moaning that they might starve to death within minutes.


“Back outside, boys,” Mallie said, her anxiety mounting—Larry had promised to be home by five. Where was he? Her suspicions, lying just beneath the surface, were rising.


Within minutes, the scrunch of gravel in the driveway told her that her husband was home. From the kitchen window—one of those rare Memphis evenings in November warm enough to allow an open window—she watched Troy and David jump on their father like monkey babies, Larry half-hugging, half-boxing his two sons, then high-fiving Troy’s friends. She sighed and lit the gas under the frying pan.


“Hey, Mallie,” Larry called to her from the doorway, dropping his leather briefcase with a familiar thump on the wooden floor. “Sorry to be late.” A simple apology. None of his usual preemptive explanations. He walked around the butcher block in the center of the square room and kissed the back of her head. “How about a drink?” he said.


She turned around, holding the spatula between them. Their eyes met for a second. “No thanks,” she said, her voice flat, as if it should be obvious to him that she had no time for drinking.


He walked over to the cabinet above the refrigerator and pulled out the scotch bottle. “Well, I need one,” he said, as if talking to himself as well as to her. He filled his glass three-quarters full—no jigger—then added a little soda water and ice. Without further words, drink in hand, he left the kitchen.


Both her hands were occupied filling the boys’ dinner plates when the phone rang. She wished Larry would answer it, but she knew that would never happen. He was already sitting in his comfortable, dark leather chair in the library, his scotch and soda on the table beside him, his newspaper and magazines spread over the ottoman in front of him, the television in the corner set on “CBS News with Walter Cronkite.” It was the mid-seventies. Larry would never turn off “Uncle Walter”—the name everyone called the trusted news anchor—to get up and answer the phone. After four rings, Mallie put the plate down on the counter and picked up the receiver in the kitchen.


“Hello?” she said, tucking the phone between her shoulder and her ear. Who would call at the dinner hour?


“Mallie?” A low, deliberate, woman’s voice spoke her name and sent chills through her whole body. “Is this Mallie Vose?” the voice repeated.


Mallie gripped the receiver in her hand, squinting her eyes, trying to picture someone from the sound of her voice. “Who is this?” she asked. “Who do you want to speak to?”


“I want you to know I won’t embarrass you when I see you on the street,” the woman said. She enunciated each word as if speaking to a child. Then she made a choking sound. “I’m not a bad person. I never meant to hurt you.”


“Wait a minute,” Mallie said. She tried to sound authoritative. She didn’t feel authoritative. Thoughts—questions—were whirling around in her brain. One thing she knew for sure: the call was about Larry. She knew that much.


“Larry!” she yelled, covering the receiver with her left hand.


“Who’s that, Mom?” Troy asked.


“It’s a call for your father.” Mallie gestured her son toward the breakfast room, where the other boys had started eating, then closed the glass-paneled door behind him.


“Larry!” she called out again, louder.


Seconds later, Larry walked into the kitchen. “What’s up?” he asked, his tie hanging loose, his sleeves rolled up, a look of innocent curiosity on his face. “Are you okay?”


“This call’s for you,” Mallie said, her voice indignant as she held the receiver out to him. He turned his back to her and cradled the phone under his chin. Taking a few steps away from her, he whispered something into the receiver before he said, loudly enough for his wife to hear, “We’ll discuss this at the office.” He brushed past Mallie and hung up the receiver, shrugging his shoulders, as if to say the call had been a mere nuisance to him and none of her concern. “Sorry about that,” he said. “It was nothing.”


Larry walked back to the library, leaving Mallie standing alone in the kitchen. For several minutes she felt paralyzed, her nerve center jammed with accusatory voices. Stop pretending you didn’t know! For months you’ve known Larry was involved with another woman. Face it! You knew! Mallie leaned against a kitchen cabinet, listening to the boys chatter in the breakfast room. She could not stop the chatter in her head. Who was that woman? The voice was not at all familiar. She shook her head, as if trying to slough off the past, all the women who had come and gone in Larry’s life, all the situations he had explained away as “nothing.” Whoever the woman was, whatever she meant by “not embarrassing her”—such a strange thing to say—Mallie would have to deal with it later. She had a birthday cake to deal with—and a messy kitchen. She had promised Troy before his friends arrived that there would be no candles and no birthday singing. He was too old for that. “Just the cake, Mom,” he pleaded. “Promise?” She began tidying up the kitchen while the boys finished their hamburgers.


After David brought the first of the dirty plates in to the kitchen, she gave him the chocolate cake to carry into the breakfast room. She followed him, handing Troy the silver cake knife. No candles, only a small etched football and a goal post that said “Happy Birthday” in yellow icing. Troy smiled. He was proud of being the quarterback on the Holy Trinity lower school football team.


“Dibs on first piece,” David said. His voice—the youngest of the group by nearly two years—still bore the pre-adolescent high pitch.


“Not a chance, Bozo,” Troy said. The other boys laughed. David rolled his eyes. He was accustomed to being dressed down by his older brother.


Mallie went back to the kitchen, taking the rest of the empty plates with her and piling them together on the counter. She stood in front of the sink, watching the blackened, greasy beef particles from the old iron skillet swirl over the white porcelain surface and flush down the drain. She banged the aluminum Tater Tot pan with the scrub brush, then looked up and checked the clock. Seven thirty. It seemed that the boys would never finish the birthday cake. She shook her head attempting to quell the sound of the woman’s voice, the strange things she said and to clear her mind of Larry’s cavalier attitude that once again dismissed the call as “nothing.” It made her feel as if she were nothing. If it had not been Troy’s birthday and if his friends had not been there, Mallie would have accused Larry instantly. No, she would never have accused him in front of her sons—even without friends there. But now she knew what she had to do.
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Chapter Two


After Mallie put the last plate in the dishwasher and was certain that the boys were settled in the basement playroom, she took a deep breath and marched into the library. The television was still on. Larry was reading Time magazine, his feet on the ottoman in front of him. He did not hear her—or chose to ignore her. She snapped off the TV and stopped a few feet in front of him.


“I need to talk to you,” she said. “Now.”


The “now” declaration was unlike her. Through the years of intermittent threatening incidents involving other women, all of which Larry explained away, or at least dismissed as inconsequential, Mallie had listened with the passivity of someone waiting—wanting—to be proven wrong. The way he looked at her whenever she accused him, his brow furrowed in earnestness, his gray-green eyes intent upon her, his gentle voice, the way he called her “darling, my dearest,” the soft way he touched her face, as if she were his most prized possession—all of it always convinced her that there was no one more important in his life. Since her childhood Mallie had believed that her marriage would be the centerpiece of her life. Like her mother, she would do whatever was necessary to be a good wife. She would tolerate any difficulties that might arise with her husband. That night in the kitchen, from the moment Larry turned his back to her and whispered into the phone, she had had enough. She took another deep breath. “I need to know what’s going on. Who was that woman?”


Larry put the magazine down. “What?” he said. This time his brow was furrowed into a defiant groove. “What are you talking about?”


Still standing over him, Mallie said, “I don’t know who that woman on the phone was, but you’ve been lying to me, Larry.”


Without hesitation, as if he had been poised for her attack, he looked straight at her and began a litany of explanations. “Okay. Her name’s Julie Mason. She’s in public relations. I’m in sales. We work together. There’s nothing to it, Mallie. It’s business. I don’t know why she called here. She wasn’t making any sense.”


“I don’t believe you.” Mallie stood her ground in front of him, her arms wrapped tight around her body. She felt detached from herself, as if another person inside her was finally shaking loose and demanding to speak. “You can either tell me the truth, or you can keep on lying—and it’s over.” To her surprise, she heard herself threatening him, telling him that their marriage might be over.


Larry sat immobile, upright in his chair, wide-eyed like a child who never dreamed he would be caught.


The phone rang again. “You answer it,” Mallie said. She took two steps back to allow Larry to take his feet off the ottoman and rise from his chair. For few seconds they stared at each other, an unspoken dare between them.


On the fifth ring he stood up, walked past her and around the corner of the library into the telephone alcove. Mallie sat on the small sofa across from Larry’s chair. Her breath was shallow, her body tight. She felt certain the caller was the same woman. She couldn’t hear what Larry was saying. After several minutes he came back into the library and stood against the doorway.


“That was Karen,” he said. “She’s a friend of Julie’s.” His voice was low and faltering as if he were in a confessional booth. “She’s called an ambulance. Julie’s taken an overdose of something—Valium, Karen thinks.”


Mallie stared at him, unable to speak.


“Julie’s barely conscious. Karen wants me to meet them at the hospital.”


Mallie dropped her head and closed her eyes. Oh my God. An overdose. The hospital. Suicide. Nothing could have prepared her for all that. She felt heat, terror rising in her chest. No words would come, nothing.


After a few seconds of silence, Larry took a step toward her. In a pleading voice he said, “Mallie, will you go with me?”


“To the hospital?” She swung her head up to look at him. She was horrified. She could not imagine going to the hospital with him—could not imagine walking into that situation, seeing whoever that woman was and her friend.


“I need you with me,” Larry said. He lowered his eyes as he spoke; his words sounded muffled. He shifted from one foot to the other, as if he were trying to hold his balance.


Mallie shook her head. She couldn’t. Impossible. In a barely audible voice she said, “This is your problem, Larry.”


He didn’t move or speak.


The long silence between them pressed on her heart. Larry finally turned and walked toward the side door.


For hours, or what seemed like hours, Mallie sat alone in the library, a haze of helplessness and despair spreading over her. This was not the way her life was supposed to be. Every image of herself—the person she thought she was, the good girl, the good wife with the perfect loving family—all of it was coming unraveled. The wall of respect that had surrounded her family for generations was crumbling. She would be exposed. Naked. The whole world would see her—her real self. She was inadequate, a failed wife. She had a failed marriage. Her husband had other women. Now her parents and her friends—even her own boys, whom she had tried so hard to protect—would know the truth. Larry had promised her he would never let it happen again. No more women. He loved her. The women meant nothing to him.


She had wanted to believe him, but during the recent months an insidious fear had jolted her awake at night, jumped up in front of her at unexpected moments during the day. His constant lateness. His business trips out of town, too often extending over the weekend. His compulsive jogging for long stretches at odd hours, sometimes at night. She shuddered. The woman’s voice in her head felt like poison seeping through her veins. She tried to stop imagining the woman in the hospital, her stomach being pumped—Larry standing by her bed. Was she blonde? Young? Younger than Mallie? It was November of 1976. In April—just four months away—Mallie would be forty. People still told her she was beautiful. There had been a time when Larry told her she was beautiful. What difference did that make now? There was another woman—she had heard her voice. The woman had called her “Mallie.” What if the woman died? It would serve Larry right if she died. She wondered how it was possible she could feel so little concern for a human being who had just tried to kill herself. The whole mess was Larry’s fault. Billows of anger filled her mind like smoke overpowering a room. She wanted to scream in his face. How could he have done this to her? To their family? But Larry wasn’t there to hear her. He had left her to go to the hospital to be with the woman. His parting plea echoed in her head. Maybe she should she have gone with him. He had said he needed her. No, for God’s sake, no. Stop it, Mallie. She slumped deeper into the little sofa and closed her eyes. She must not let herself think about Larry’s broken promises, or the woman, or what might happen now. There was nothing she could do about any of it. She would have to wait. She forced herself to stand up and walk steadily down to the basement.


All five boys were watching King Kong on television, sprawled over the dark blue velveteen La-Z-Boy-style furniture, their gangly legs crossed on top of the round coffee table like crab legs on a platter.


“Promise me you’ll go to bed by eleven thirty,” Mallie said.


“Will you?”


She knew they had a holiday for teachers’ meetings the next day so they would want to stay up longer than usual and sleep late in the morning. They assured her with nods and mumbles, barely taking their eyes from the action on the screen.


Mallie went up to her room and ran a hot bath, as hot as she could stand it. She sank down into the water and closed her eyes. The heat surrounded her and penetrated her skin. Peace. Momentary peace. She wanted to stay there forever. As the water cooled down, Mallie looked up at her silky pink nightgown hanging on the back of the bathroom door. She thought of the advice she had read in an Ann Landers column about not wearing pajamas, about wearing a sexy nightgown that would appeal to her husband. What a joke. She wondered if Larry ever noticed her nightgowns. After brushing her teeth, she decided not to bother with the nightly moisturizer. She tucked herself under her blankets and fell into a fitful sleep. Around midnight she awoke and tiptoed down the hallway to be certain the boys had gone to bed.


At some point during the pre-dawn hours Mallie was aware that Larry was on the other side of their king size bed. She kept her back turned to him. Fleeting thoughts of what might have transpired at the hospital crossed her mind. She would find out soon enough. She willed herself back to sleep.
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Chapter Three


At the first light of day, Mallie woke to see Larry standing next to her side of the bed, dressed for work. His starched white shirt, his dark blue fleur-de-lis tie, his gray suit gave no indication of what had happened the night before. He bent his head toward her. She could see that he had tears in his eyes.


“I’m so sorry, Mallie—so sorry,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. He stood looking at her, shaking his head.


Mallie watched her husband as if he were a stranger in their bedroom.


“The reason Julie called you last night was because I told her late yesterday afternoon it was over—that I wouldn’t see her again.” He stopped and took a breath. “I had no idea she’d call you—that she’d take those pills. She’s okay. They got her in time. She’s home.” He choked the words. “I’m in a really bad situation. I need help.”


Mallie stared at Larry, his blonde wavy hair more streaked with gray than she had realized, his erect athletic body slumped, as if his shoulders carried an unbearable weight. His bent head. His tears. In spite of herself and the anger that she had felt throughout the night, her heart went out to him, the way it would to one of her boys who was hurt or sick. She had never seen Larry like that—he looked broken. As if the thought had been waiting in her mind for months, she suggested that he might see the Reverend Thomas Matthews. Her friend Jenny Bolton, a deacon in the Episcopal Church, had told her that Father Matthews was a kind, empathetic counselor who worked with married couples in trouble—and that his counseling was free through the church. Mallie remembered Jenny telling her about a couple they both knew who had come back from the brink of divorce through counseling. Mallie had filed away the name of Father Matthews.


“He’s a priest, a chaplain at St. Michael’s Episcopal Chapel,” Mallie said to her husband. “He counsels people in trouble.”


“I’ll see anybody you suggest,” Larry said. “Will you call him?”


She agreed to make the contact. He leaned down and kissed the side of her face.
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At nine o’clock, before her nerve wavered or the boys came down for breakfast, Mallie steeled herself and dialed the number for St. Michael’s. With the receiver pressed close to her ear, she dropped to the kitchen floor, drew her knees up and closed her eyes. She believed that her whole life depended on that call. A measured masculine voice on an answering machine requested that she leave a message for Tom Matthews, not Father Matthews or the Reverend Thomas Matthews, as she had expected, just Tom Matthews.


She left her name and number, asking that he call back as soon as possible. Leaning against the cabinet, she thought about the Reverend Thomas Matthews. She had met him once at Jenny’s ordination to the deaconate the year before. She remembered that in the whole line of priests, he was the tallest and most distinguished. There was an intensity about him, a catlike grace in his step that contradicted his obvious signs of age: white hair as thick as snowdrifts, a craggy face with a long jawline as solid as a ship’s prow. She sensed a certain mystery about him. He wasn’t from Memphis or anywhere in the South. She felt fairly certain of that. She couldn’t remember seeing him laugh, or openly hug anyone—none of the affable southern sociability traits that characterized the other priests around town. Maybe he came from New England or the Midwest. From what she had heard, he was known around Memphis as an intellectual and an unconventional priest. After all her years as a devoted Catholic child and her adult years as a searching Episcopalian, she was definitely in a place of questioning her religious convictions. Larry had been raised Unitarian and cared little about any church. The idea of a priest who was “intellectual and unconventional” seemed to offer the right combination, the right possibilities.


Within twenty minutes, the priest returned the call. Mallie was still sitting on the floor. She started to speak to him about the situation with Larry and discovered that she was stammering. How unlike her! She felt tongue-tied. She realized that it was the first time she had admitted to anyone—anyone other than her sister Anne or her friend Jenny—that there was trouble in her marriage. Without giving any specific details—certainly nothing about the suicide attempt—Mallie managed to convey to Father Matthews her appreciation of his counseling practice and a request for an appointment for Larry.


“Of course, I will see him,” the priest said. “I’d be happy to meet with your husband.” His voice was warm and reassuring, a balm to Mallie’s agitation. He confirmed a time to meet with Larry at St. Michael’s Chapel on Friday afternoon at three.


She hung up the receiver with an audible sigh of relief. She believed she had placed the problem in someone else’s hands, maybe into the hands of the Lord—a concept from her childhood trust in God that had diminished through the years.
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Chapter Four


All day Friday Mallie’s thoughts drifted in suspension from her body. Her mind played “What if?” games while her body drove the carpool, rushed through the grocery store picking up an extra can of Spaghetti-O’s and a bag of Oreo cookies, watered the plants, and packed her clothes for a previously scheduled duck hunting weekend. It seemed easier to her to go ahead with the weekend as planned, rather than make lame excuses to their friends, and besides, if she and Larry were with other people all weekend, they would not have to face each other at home alone—no matter what might transpire in Father Matthews’s study.


The plan was simple. LeeAnn, the college student daughter of a friend from down the street, would come late Friday afternoon and spend the weekend with the boys. She would drive them to the football game on Saturday and remind them to feed Bingo, David’s beloved yellow Labrador retriever. After Larry’s appointment with Father Matthews, he would pick Mallie up at home and drive the two of them over to Arkansas for their hunting house party weekend.
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At five thirty, Mallie slipped into her side of the car. She sensed instantly that Larry’s mood had completely changed. The sunny expression on his face was a transformation from the contrite gloom that he had worn since Tuesday morning. For three days they had barely spoken in the evenings, and they had slept—or feigned sleep—on opposite sides of the bed.


“Hi, peachie,” Larry said, as she shut the car door.


Peachie? Mallie was shocked, speechless. He had not called her “peachie” in as long as she could remember. She watched him loosen his tie and pat her knee. Something extraordinary must have happened in Father Matthews’s study. The “what if” questions became “what happened?”


Larry turned the car around in the driveway and headed toward the highway.


“So, how was your time with Father Matthews?” Mallie asked, trying to keep from sounding unnerved as she tried to imagine what might have caused his extreme mood swing.


“Great!” Larry said. “It was really great. Tom’s a really bright guy. Straightforward. I liked him.”


He drove without taking his eyes from the road, but Mallie could see that he was smiling. He cocked his head toward his right shoulder, his way of alerting her that he was about to make an important point. “Tom said we have a communication problem.”


“He said what?” Mallie could barely get the words out. What on earth could the priest possibly have meant?


“You know—communication,” Larry said. “He said our big problem’s communication. He wants to meet with both of us together next week in his study. He’s sure we can work things out.”


Mallie felt dizzy. Incredible, she thought, insane. She had a flash of that scene from Cool Hand Luke—“What we have here is a failure to communicate.” She tried to keep her voice steady. “What did you tell him?”


“Well, I told him about the stupid arguments we have at the breakfast table about the grapefruit. You know, about how mad you get when I click my teeth against the spoon eating grapefruit. About the pain-in-the-ass deal of going to your parents every Wednesday night for dinner. About how I thought we’d definitely decided to go skiing in Sun Valley with the boys for Christmas, and you called me at work and said to cancel everything—we weren’t going—we couldn’t afford it. All the same old, same old.”


“That’s all you told him?” Mallie knew her voice sounded accusatory. Not that those things were not true. They were the dust on the tabletops, not the pile of garbage in the middle of the floor.


“No, I told him some other stuff, too,” Larry said. Facing directly into the setting western sun, he covered his squinting eyes with his Ray-Bans. “He said he thought the specific issues weren’t so important—ours is basically a communication problem.”


Mallie wanted to blast Father Matthews—or Tom Matthews—or whatever he called himself. How dare he? Waves of nausea rose in her throat. How dare he tell her husband they had a communication problem when he had heard only one side? And, obviously, not even the whole truth from one side. What about her side? What about all of Larry’s denials and excuses for years? What about Monday night and the phone call? The attempted suicide? The hospital? And Larry’s admission of his need for help? What kind of communication problem was that? She was crushed. She had pinned her hopes on Father Matthews. As they sat in the car, bound for Arkansas, Larry flicking the radio from station to station, her hopes were gone. The gulf between them was wider than before.


They crossed over the Harahan Bridge, the Mississippi River roiling beneath them, the Memphis skyline in silhouette behind them, the flat, winter-brown fields of Arkansas spread out ahead. Mallie stared out the side window, her skin crawling with frustration. She felt as if she were bound for hell. Of all the perfect ironies, they were headed for a duck hunting club called Paradise Lodge. Members referred to it simply as Paradise.


“Better make a run into Sportsman’s One-Stop,” Larry said, as they drove into West Memphis, the first town on the Arkansas side of the Mississippi River. Strip malls with brightly colored neon signs lined both sides of the highway. Eighteen-wheelers stood like circus elephants, side by side in front of the truck stops. “Everything will be shut down in Stuttgart by the time we get there tonight.”


Mallie knew he was right. She had been going to Stuttgart on hunting weekends with her father, Samuel G. Malcolm II, since she was twelve. Before her father and a group of his friends started the Eden Lake Club, closer to Memphis, he had been a member of Paradise. She was familiar with the Sportsman’s One-Stop. It had always been too late at night to get a hunting license in Stuttgart and no time before the early morning hunt. Like her father, Larry would want to be up at five a.m. to greet the guides. A Yankee moving to the South when he married Mallie, Larry had taken to hunting with the passion of a religious convert.


“Okay,” she said. The weekend routine was so familiar that she slid complacently back into it—in spite of a nagging voice inside that wanted to stop right that minute and confront Larry with all her questions about his time with Father Matthews, all of her fears about the future of their marriage. But she knew it wouldn’t do any good to confront him. He would be defensive, probably lie to her, and they would be even later getting to Stuttgart. Just hold on, she repeatedly told herself, go along with him, get through the weekend.


She wasn’t the least bit hungry but agreed to stop at the Kentucky Fried Chicken drive-in. At least it meant she wouldn’t have to warm up any leftovers at that hour. Larry drove while they opened the red and white striped boxes on their laps and listened to soft rock music on WMC-FM radio. Under a moonless sky, only the headlights and an occasional distant house light relieved the darkness of the straight, two-lane macadam highway.


She picked at the chicken breast and wondered how in the world she would keep up a pretense of normalcy in front of her friends through the whole weekend. One thing she could count on: Larry would sleep through the afternoon, following the early morning hunt and a Bloody Mary before lunch. She would play bridge with the other three women and go to bed early. He would stay up late playing poker with his friends. Their only time together would be in the mornings in the duck blind, but there would always be a guide nearby. There would be no chance for any intimate conversation.
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Chapter Five


In the predawn, Lucille, the longtime cook from Stuttgart, had already opened the kitchen and prepared breakfast. The three hunting guides, Shorty, Bobby Ray and Popeye, poured themselves mugs of hot coffee from the sideboard and pulled extra chairs up to the long rectangular table in the living room. A fire crackled and spat out sparks behind the wrought-iron screen on the wide stone hearth. Mallie and Cindy Morgan were the only women present; the other two wives preferred to sleep in. Larry, Ben Morgan, Gus Ballard, and Jamie McMahon, in various stages of hunting attire—Gus was still in his long red flannel pajama top—were helping themselves to loaded plates of scrambled eggs, hot greasy bacon, buttermilk biscuits and grits.


“Hey, big man,” Ben Morgan said, standing up to greet Bobby Ray, his longtime favorite guide. He gave the guide’s shoulder a friendly push. “What’s goin’ on out there?”


It was the standard question concerning the weather condition, the water levels, and the potential for a good shoot. Affable Ben was a vice-president of the Union Planters National Bank, a position he inherited from his father and grandfather. Advancement to president was inevitable. He had been Larry’s first male friend in Memphis and had insisted that Larry become a member of the Paradise hunters group. Mallie had known Ben since childhood and, in fact, had been duck hunting with him and their fathers before she ever met Larry. Ben had flaming red hair, slightly muted by a few gray strands at the temples. From the time he turned sixteen, he had been in love with Cindy—Gus Ballard’s sister, the redheaded girl he eventually married. As they grew older together, they looked more like twins than husband and wife.


“We got ‘em today,” Bobby Ray said. He was the oldest of the guides, his face as weathered as an old hunting boot. “’Bout forty degrees, overcast, plenty a water in the ponds. Lotta hungry birds flyin’ south.”


“How about Mojo?” Ben asked. “He still up to it?”


“That ol’ dog’ll fall out dead someday pickin’ up birds,” Bobby Ray said. His chocolate lab was getting past his prime, but he was still the best swimmer, the best finder of crippled ducks in Arkansas County.


Ben loved to tell newcomers the story of Mojo breaking ice to swim after a cripple one January morning when none of the other labs would get out of the boat, never mind put their paws in the icy water.


Ben assigned a guide to each couple, sending Mallie and Larry out with Popeye—as Mallie had requested. She and her father had hunted with Popeye from the time that she was a teenager. Through the years, his long, lean frame had bent over like an old cypress tree, but his reputation as a champion duck caller endured. Gus and Jamie went with Shorty, which left Ben and Cindy with Bobby Ray.


“Get them waders on, folks; we’re ready to go,” Popeye said.


The group divided into pairs and walked towards the waiting pickup trucks. Like soldiers going to battle, all were dressed in camouflage slickers and dark green waders. Each person carried a gun. The guides took the guns and boxes of shells and stacked them on the flatbed in the back of the truck. The dogs—Mojo, Babe and Dory—were tethered to the cabin windows and panted with anticipation.


Mallie sat close to Popeye, leaving room for Larry on the other side of a large rip in the old plastic seat covering, a dangerous spring about to poke through. A ride from hell, Mallie remembered from all her previous experiences. Bumps all the way. The narrow dirt road into the hunting area was rutted with water-filled potholes, and none of the pickups had much suspension or padding.


“You have enough room?” Larry asked.


“Fine,” she said without looking at him. As if he really cared, she thought. She wondered why she had decided to go out. She could have slept in with the other women. Habit, maybe. It was what she had always done.


“How do you feel about that Georgia peanut farmer winning the election and becoming President of the United States?” Larry asked Popeye.


“He’s okay with me,” Popeye said. “I like his talk and they say he can catch a big brim just looking at the water.”


Mallie knew her husband and her father had nothing but disdain for Jimmy Carter’s liberal views. Sam Malcolm had been a staunch Southern Democrat until LBJ and the civil rights legislation. Sometime in the early seventies he switched to being a Republican. Larry’s Rhode Island family had always been Republican. She knew Popeye’s declaration of support for Jimmy Carter would end Larry’s conversation with him about politics.


At a juncture in the road, the trucks separated, each guide taking a different route toward a particular pond. A single jon boat would be pulled up into the high grass at a place of entry.


“In you go, Mallie,” Popeye said. He held her hand and led her toward the metal strut in the bow of the boat. “In the middle, sir,” he directed Larry. He had not known Larry for all the years that he had known Mallie. She suspected that all the guides had some reservations about her husband’s being a Yankee.


“Get on in there, girl.” He popped Dory, his black Labrador retriever, on the backside, pushing her toward the space in the bottom of the boat between them. He shoved the long aluminum boat off the bank, jumped in and knelt onto the rear strut. On the fourth tug of the motor cord from his muscular right arm, the nine-horse-power Evinrude outboard spluttered and roared, then settled into a loud purr. He sat down, steering the long handle, and threading his way slowly through the canals into the open water.


Paradise leased thousands of acres of flooded land each year. Rice, millet and milo grew like weeds, creating the perfect feed for the ducks and the occasional geese flying south from Canada for the winter. Patches of woods and tall grasses provided the covering for the blinds. Decoys were carefully placed in small clusters in the open water to seduce the ducks into range in front of them. The idea was for the hunters to be tucked into the blinds just before sun-up. The guides usually stood close by on a high spot in the woods and did the calling. The real lure was the sound of a master duck caller. Popeye could blow that small wooden cylinder loud enough to break a flock of ducks flying in a V formation some six hundred yards away. If they started to come in and circle, he could perfectly mimic the low wobble of a duck feeding, guttural sounds like a man drowning.


After Mallie and Larry were settled into the blind, seated on the wide wooden bench across the back, Larry pulled out his thermos of hot coffee. “Want some?” he asked.


She shook her head. She tried not to drink anything in the blind. It was too much trouble to deal with all of the layers of clothes in the woods if she had to pee.


He took a flat silver flask of brandy out of his inside pocket and poured it into the steaming coffee mug. “This should warm things up,” he said. “Sure you don’t want any?”


“No, thanks.” She thought of the countless mornings that she had sat in the same spot with her father, watching him slug bourbon from a nearly identical flask. Sometimes he didn’t bother with the coffee.


She propped her 20-gauge shotgun against the seat between them and leaned forward in the blind. Through the wide opening, where they could spot the ducks flying high in the sky, and from which they would fire at the unsuspecting birds, she watched the soft pink light rising above the horizon line. It was her favorite time of the early morning hunt, the peaceful beginning before a shot was fired. In her art classes at school, she had painted the scene many times.


“Single circling,” Popeye said, his voice a raspy whisper between calls.


Mallie lowered her head, reaching gingerly for her gun. Any quick movement or an exposed human face too close to the opening could spook a duck. A single was particularly skittish.


From beneath her hat brim, she followed the duck’s flight path with her eyes, around and around again—then as Popeye switched seamlessly from his high, bleating calls to the low gurgling, feeding sounds, she heard the duck’s wing-flapping descent toward the middle of the decoys. She would wait for Larry to shoot first. She had never really enjoyed firing her gun.


“Take it, Mallie.” Larry abruptly whispered to her.


Without thinking, she stood and raised her gun to her shoulder. The mallard in her sight, she pulled the trigger twice. The duck twitched, falling to one side—then the splat of impact indicated a dead hit. A second later, its dark body splayed out on the surface of the water, the duck tried to flap one wing and lurched slightly forward.


“Oh my God,” Mallie said. “It’s still alive.”


It had always been her horror to cripple a duck. On her first hunt she had been sick to her stomach when her father had wrung a wounded duck’s neck in front of her. “Far kinder to kill it instantly,” her father had said.


The more the struggling bird tried to move away, the more miserable Mallie felt. It was as if she herself were the wounded creature. She willed it to get up and fly away. Please God, make it fly. But she knew that was not possible. The lone drake—its metallic green feathers designating its male sex—had trusted the compelling sound of Popeye’s duck calls and been fooled by the benevolent sight of the decoys. It had been mortally wounded by her hand.


“Get ’em, Dory,” Popeye ordered his lab. The dog splashed into the water with all four feet and paddled toward the doomed duck.


Mallie turned away as Dory swam back across the open water to Popeye with the limp bird locked in her mouth.


“Good girl,” Popeye said, taking the duck in his hand and warning Mallie not to look. Quickly and soundlessly, he wrenched its neck and tossed the lifeless body on the ground behind him.


Mallie sat back on the bench and put her gun down. “You take the rest,” she said to Larry without looking at him. “I’m finished.”


“What’s the matter, peachie?” he said. “You’ve seen cripples before.”


“I’ve had enough,” she said. She didn’t want to explain that she felt a part of her was lying on the ground.


Larry eventually killed three more mallards to reach their legal limit of keepers for the day. All three of them got into the boat to head for the truck. Popeye dropped Mallie and Larry off at Paradise and took the ducks home with him to have them picked, tagged and bagged for the Voses’ trip back to Memphis.


Ben and Gus had finished early and were already drinking Bloody Marys and telling tales of the morning’s shoot. The two women who had slept in were playing gin rummy, waiting for Cindy and Mallie to start the afternoon bridge game. Complaining of a headache, Mallie told her friends she needed to take a nap and that she would join them later.


Her room was still dark with the blinds closed. She crawled under the quilt with her clothes on to hide, to sleep, to forget. But her mind would not leave her alone. There seemed to be no answers to her badgering questions about Larry, her frustration with Father Matthews. She had counted on the priest to help her. Jenny had said he was a wonderful, wise counselor. There was no wisdom in telling Larry that their marriage problems were about communication. Over and over she replayed the record of Larry’s lies. She heard the woman’s voice on the phone, thought about the suicide attempt. All of Mallie’s fears collided like dodge-em cars in her head. Finally she slept.


As if an electrical jolt had woken her, she had an idea. On Monday morning, she would call Father Matthews and make an appointment to see him by herself. She would tell him everything Larry had obviously neglected to tell him. She would make him understand what was really going on in their marriage. Surely then he would see the real picture and help her. She nestled down into the soft mattress, knowing that she could get through the rest of the weekend.




[image: Images]



Chapter Six


Monday morning, after Larry left for work and the boys had gone to school, Mallie phoned St. Michael’s Episcopal Chapel. It was close to ten before the priest returned the call.


“Mallie, it’s Tom Matthews,” he said in a courteous, steady voice. “What can I do for you?”


Accumulated anger caused tightness in her throat; she wanted to accuse him: You’ve already done enough damage. Instead, she said, “Thanks for calling me back.” She hesitated, then spoke carefully, “I need to see you, Father Matthews. I’d like to see you alone before Larry and I come for counseling together.” She tried to sound calm.


“Of course,” the priest said. “That’s a good idea. Any chance you could come in this afternoon?”


She felt a rush of relief. “Yes,” she said quickly.


“How about two o’clock?” he said. “And, by the way, Mallie, please call me Tom.”


“I’ll be there,” she said. “Thank you.” She hung up the phone and tossed her head, feeling her mane of dark brown hair swishing just above her shoulders and settling back in its natural pageboy. The tension in the muscles of her face released, her rigid spine bent in a gesture of gratitude. Thank God, she thought, she would have her chance to set things straight.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Valerio
Vose

A Novel

Alice Bingham Gorman

swp

She Werites Press, a BookSparks imprint
A Division of SparkPointStudio, LLC.





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





