







“Darnell Arnoult writes about a people and a place from deep in her heart. She breathes life into her material, drawing us into her world, a world we do not want to leave at book’s end. Sufficient Grace is Flannery O’Connor possessed by Emeril, laced with canny observations about the sweetness and alienation that is family. If I were to tell you everything that’s humane, witty, smart, touching, captivating in this book, I would be hoarse.”

—Judy Goldman, author of Early Leaving

“Sufficient Grace is a showcase of memorable characters and Southern storytelling at its finest. It also speaks to the theme of art and how it comes to life through the generations that feed into the life and history of the artist. An accomplished, moving novel, it marks the beginning of what I hope will be a long and productive career.”

—Jill McCorkle, author of Crash Diet

“Darnell Arnoult’s Sufficient Grace reminds me of Harriette Arnow’s The Dollmaker and Lee Smith’s Fair and Tender Ladies. It’s a big story full of just about everything: good food, history, religion, medicine, family, and fun. It’s too good to have come from a new kid on the block, but it has and it will be read and loved by many, many readers.”

—Clyde Edgerton, author of In Memory of Junior

“Darnell Arnoult gently slips her characters under the microscope, pulls out the hidden, examines the known and unknown, and allows the reader to connect to the love, loss, sadness, and comedic aspects that are within us all.”

—Grace F. Edwards, author of the Mali Anderson series
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First, for William.

Finally, for Juanita.
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Invitation


And when you turn to the right or when you turn to the left,

your ears shall hear a word behind you, saying,

“This is the way; walk in it.”

—Isaiah 30:21









GRACIE FOUND the church fans in Martelli’s Trash and Treasure on Manchester Boulevard. They stuck up out of a brass spittoon like a clutch of flowers. Take up the fan, a voice whispered. She turned around, but no one was there. Take up the fan, the voice said again, this time a little louder. At first she was uneasy. She listened for a full minute and heard nothing. She touched an edge of one of the dusty cardboard pictures. Take the lot of them, the voice said. We can use them all. She brought the fans home and hid them in the top of the coat closet and waited. She waited for over a month and a half. When the voice spoke again she was relieved. Draw the body of Jesus, the voice said. Draw the body of Jesus, it insisted. Draw it larger than life. The voice has since become a comfort.

Gracie stands on a step stool, a broad plastic rectangle of cream-colored Rubbermaid plastic. Her copper-red hair is twirled and knotted at the nape of her neck, the way she always wears it when she is working. She is still a slight woman at middle age, still has elegant limbs, radiant skin, but now her body carries the artful curves that so often come with menopause. What was once hard muscle is now fleshy solidness.

In her left hand Gracie holds a Wilcox Funeral Home fan with Jesus printed on it. Jesus wears white and red robes and his hands are extended, as if offering sanctuary. In her right hand Gracie holds a newly sharpened standard yellow number-two pencil with an unused eraser at the top.

She stretches her arm as far as she can toward the crown molding and draws the first light strokes of hair. With those first feathery lines she begins what will become a larger-than-life-size Jesus on the bedroom wall, the wall at the foot of the bed. Ed can see it every morning when he wakes up and every night before he pulls the chain to turn out the lamp. Jesus will have to watch over Ed because she won’t be there to do it. As she stands on the stool softly striking the pencil lead against the freshly dried white latex paint, Gracie asks Jesus to look after her, too, to give her the gift of art so that she might do Him justice. She will take the fans with her. Leave the big Jesuses for Ed.

Ed needs volume. You need portability, says a voice.

She sketches Jesus’ jaw line, then begins the eyes. Their intensity, the way they first pierced her with their compassion, is hard to translate onto the Sheetrock wall, but then she feels a tremble go through her body, that jellylike shock that happens when you touch something electrical and ungrounded. Gracie jerks slightly to the left, catches her balance with her pencil hand extended. The eyes improve with a few short strokes of the pencil and take on a vision of their own. Gracie knows the unfinished Jesus is watching her.

The top and sides of His hair take shape. Gracie draws His beard and His mouth. The upper lip is almost invisible. The rounded bottom lip curls out as if to speak. She listens. Nothing. She draws His nose, His cheekbones, the lobe of each ear. She moves as she draws. A line here, smudge there. High. Low. The image pulses forth with her heartbeat. Locks of His long hair fall to His shoulders and keep her from having to draw the ears in their entirety—a blessing. Ears are the hardest things to draw next to hands and feet.

A breeze blows through the open window and Gracie glances out to see the daffodils in bloom along the driveway. Their heads already bend toward the ground. The bright flowers have burst forth in an unseasonably warm February; now, so close to Easter, they will soon be spent. Dashes of yellow fleck the bare woods and leaf-covered ground up to twenty or so yards from the driveway, then raggedly trail off into a buffer of trees between the house and a small city park. The sky is overcast. The gray light makes the waning daffodils appear translucent. Gracie decides to draw daffodils at Jesus’ feet.

Ed wasn’t pleased when she painted just three walls white in the whole house. “Why not all the walls?” he said. “Why random walls?” She didn’t tell him she was making canvases. It wasn’t going to help, so she didn’t bother. He wants a room all one color. He has become so boring, so shortsighted, so out of touch.

By lunchtime she hopes to have Jesus drawn on all of the white walls: Jesus with open arms in the bedroom, Jesus praying in the garden at Gethsemane in the kitchen over the sideboard, Jesus knocking in the foyer on the white wall beside the front door. She has a fan to go by for each drawing, a full package of sharpened number-two pencils, and a fat white eraser for mistakes and shading, at His cheekbones for example. She never noticed before how high and sharp His cheekbones are.

Gracie is pleased with the drawing of Jesus with open hands. Good proportion, accurate perspective, the illusion of three dimensions. Her childhood art lessons flood back to her. She remembers that young art teacher she had in college. She puts off drawing the hands. She shades the hair around His ears, then steps down to have a sip of iced tea. The stool slips on the hardwood floor as she dismounts, and she lands with a little jump, her hand reaching for the pine cone–topped bedpost just behind her. The bed was her Aunt Claire Bailey’s on her mother’s side. Aunt Claire never married.

Gracie bends to draw the hems of the robes and notices the baseboards are dirty. She doesn’t want dirty baseboards to take away from her drawings. She’ll make time to wash them before she leaves.

His sandaled feet are easy. Only the tips of His toes protrude from the ripples in the full hemline. She shades the sandals with the side of the pencil lead. She finesses the toenails, tries to make up for the lack of visible feet by doing a particularly good job on the tips of His toes. She sharpens the pencil to get that crisp edge of the nails as they curve over at the sides and tuck into the flesh.

The feet of Christ, the voice says. You are at the feet of Christ. Silence. Now, the hands.

Gracie ignores the voice at first. She stands up straight and shades the folds of His sleeves. She widens His lips. It occurs to her that she has never seen a picture of Jesus laughing. She will draw a laughing Jesus when she’s had more practice, when she’s good enough to draw without a picture to go by. She climbs back onto the stool and adjusts the outer edge of one eye. She uses the eraser to soften some of the lines, to fill in the darker quality of His lips. Gracie fine-tunes everything until there is nothing left to do but the hands.

She looks at the fan for guidance, but the illustrator has taken the easy road, made the hands generic. She wants the palms and fingers of Jesus to be as detailed and perfectly drawn as the tips of His toes. But she was never good at drawing hands. The fingers never looked right. Gracie makes several attempts, then the voice says, Look at your own hands, Gracie. And she does. Gracie looks at her own hands and sees the hands of Jesus.

She moves the dressing mirror closer to her so she can get the right perspective. She begins to draw each wrinkle, each fold, each bend. She takes off her wedding ring and tosses it onto the bed. She extends her hands as if calling all those who need God to come to her. She looks at the way her hands drape down from her wrists, the way her fingers extend and curve back.

When she finishes the drawing, she collects the stool, the pencils, and the eraser. She walks across the room to the doorway and turns to look back at the completed Christ figure. Gracie realizes with joy that it is the best pair of hands she has ever done.

 

As Toot makes her tenth circle of the backyard, having already mowed the front and sides, a sharp pain shoots up her left leg and through her hip like someone has stuck a wire in there and flipped on a circuit breaker to her backside. She winces and adjusts her position in the cushioned seat.

The seat was damp when she sat down, so now the skirt of her butter-yellow cotton dress, the one she made spring before last, is a soggy mess. Toot wears her broad-brimmed straw hat with the faded green sateen band. She has been doing yard work in that hat for at least ten years. It is a comfortable hat, been wet from rain enough times that it fits her head just right. No point in getting a new one, not for yard work.

In natural repose, Toot’s mouth is always a birdish circle. Her lips are beaklike, the upper lip coming over the bottom in a little point at the center. When she is mad or determined, her mouth tightens into a small hard neb that pushes out even with her nose if you look at her in silhouette.

Now, despite the pain in her hip, her face is calm. Her lips are gathered in firm concentration. She is praying. She always prays while she mows the huge backyard, one trip round for this person, the next go-round for somebody else. She devotes the circumference of the backyard to her husband Homer who’s been dead nigh on thirty years. Then she proceeds through the members of her family in order of their closeness to her. When Toot thinks of her son Arty who’s been gone only two years, and his widow Mattie who’s taking it all so hard, she simply meditates on the word peace. Then she prays for her twenty-seven-year-old grandson, Sammy, a veterinarian, and his girlfriend, Doristeen, who’s thirty, unmarried, and the mother of a small child. And she prays for Tyrone, Doristeen’s little boy, who’s come to stay with Sammy for a while, which means he’s also come to stay with Toot and Mattie. Toot has recently elevated Tyrone to family status in her prayer ritual.

Mattie’s too deep in her grief to want a child in the house, but she tries to talk to the boy on occasion. Toot was reluctant to take on a child to raise at her advanced age. But Sammy wants this woman bad, and wants to be a good daddy to the boy, even though his work keeps him gone from the house most of the time. So Toot prays especially hard for Tyrone, who spends most of his time in a book.

Once the family is prayed for, Toot’s prayers shift to a litany of friends and neighbors who share her circles of mowed grass. As each circuit of the yard becomes smaller and smaller toward center, Toot prays faster and faster to get them all in, all the many folks she prays for on a regular basis. Toot closes out her praying as she moves back and forth to chew away the heart of the yard, that thick box of grass too small and square to get at any way but in straight lines up and back. As always, in the last prayer, this straight-line prayer, this chewing prayer, Toot requests mercy for the soul of a white man she used to work for. She prays for his soul often, because he was a good man who met a sad end, and she saw its results. It lives with her, and in times of prayer, the picture of him rises up. Before she can get that last prayer all the way said, the lawnmower commences a familiar and unwelcome sound.

“I’m gon’ finish this whole yard, I’m telling you.” Toot’s mouth has now pulled into a hard pooch. “I know it’s your will and you just teasing me.” She looks directly up at blue sky for confirmation and ignores the heavy gray clouds coming over the horizon. “I’m gon’ finish that last little bit beyond the garage and down the sides of the road. You’ll see.”

Mattie fussed at her all morning, saying Toot is too old to be out mowing the grass, even on a riding lawnmower. But Toot’s age seldom hits strong enough for her to feel it. At seventy, she has survived things most people never have to face. She raised her child and the white children of the women she worked for, and she has made it to the place where she doesn’t have to work for anybody but herself. She wiped babies’ butts in other folks’ nurseries, cooked meals in other folks’ kitchens, swept dust bunnies out from under other folks’ beds and settees, and wiped the dirt out from behind other folks’ toilets. She ironed shirts on the balconies of the Bible college dormitories for fifty cents a shirt every Friday and Saturday for ten years until the boys got smart and bought permanent press. After years of saving every penny she could and listening to the money conversations of the white men she served dinner to at the country club, one day she didn’t have to work for other people anymore. All of a sudden, she got to do what she pleased. And she isn’t going to quit mowing grass just because she has another birthday.

There’s a chug and another chug and then the riding mower jerks to a stop, leaving a two-foot square of uncut grass dead center of Toot’s backyard.

“You just trying to make a point, I see,” Toot says to no one visible. “You know good and well I ain’t got no more gas for this contraption.”

Toot climbs off the mower and limps across the yard, her leathery hand firmly smoothing out her damp dress over her hip with each step she takes. She winces as she climbs the two deep, wide concrete steps at the back of the house.

“You finished, Miz Stubborn?” Mattie asks from the kitchen as Toot stops on the screen porch long enough to slide her grass-covered sneakers off her feet. She is careful of the corn on her little toe. The good thing about wearing her yard shoes is she has cut a little hole in the canvas and the corn never bothers her till she eases the shoe off her foot. The aroma of baking pound cakes and frying apple pies hits Toot’s nose and goes straight to her empty stomach.

“I’m out of gas,” she answers, coming into the kitchen. She sits at the dinette table and pours lemonade into a glass of ice Mattie put there for her when the lawnmower stopped running.

“You’re out of gas, or the lawnmower’s out of gas?” Mattie asks. Mattie stands tall with her hands on her hips. A flour-dusted apron covers her T-shirt and relaxed-fit jeans, a dish towel hangs over her shoulder, a spatula dangles from one hand.

Toot ignores the question and instead notices a new heaviness about Mattie’s hips. Not fat, just the thickness that can’t be fought off. It shows more in the blue jeans than in a skirt. But Toot’s not going to tell Mattie how to dress. Mattie is tall enough to carry her age well and wear just about anything she wants.

“You got any pies cool enough to eat?” Toot asks. “If I can’t mow, I might as well have pie with my lemonade.”

“Yes, ma’am. You want apple or cherry?”

“Ooowee! Cherry pie with lemonade could turn a body inside out.” Toot gets up and breaks off a piece of fried apple pie from one of the couple dozen cooling on the brown paper sacks spread across the countertop.

“Where Sammy?” Toot asks.

“He just got back from pulling a calf for Harvey Rodey. Said he was heading to the garage to finish up your houses.”

“You finish up the pies,” Toot says, “and get the cakes out. I need you to take me to Rodey’s Store for more gas. I got to get this yard done today ’cause we ’pose to do the churchyard tomorrow. And I know the Lord gon’ hold off on that rain till I get done.”

“You do?”

“I do.”

“And what about tomorrow?” Fried pies shaped like half-moons sizzle in three large cast-iron skillets. Mattie flips the pies in the pan closest to her.

“He just gon’ let it rain a little tonight.” Toot takes a long drink of lemonade.

“Humph,” Mattie says and turns the pies in the second skillet.

“You’ll see.” Toot puts the empty glass on the table and looks around the room. Her body moves slow. “Where the boy?”

“What’s hurting you?”

“Ain’t nothing hurting me. I just waited too long and got to pee, that’s all. Ain’t a thing wrong with me.”

“Tyrone’s in the front room reading a book. And it looks like you already peed.”

“That boy read too much. It ain’t natural for a boy that young to read all the time. And the front room for company.”

“Well, he’s almost company, and he sure likes that room, and he sure likes to read.” Mattie watches Toot head toward the hallway. “Are you limping?”

“No, I ain’t limping. I ain’t limping. Nothing hurts me. And it ain’t gon’ rain tomorrow. I just need me a ride to Rodey’s Store.”

“The BP is closer.”

“I ain’t spending my money at no new gas station. Clyde Rodey’s store been good enough for me for years. I expect it’ll keep being good enough for gas, too, as long as they keep having gas pumps.”

Toot limps to the bathroom for aspirin or something stronger if she can find it.

Mattie grabs the third skillet handle with the dish towel and turns the last of the pies, then slings her dish towel back over her right shoulder. She’s been frying pies all morning. When she cooks for the farmers’ market she gets in a rhythm. She sets cooling racks on the table for the cakes and makes room on the counter for the batch of pies fixing to come out of the skillets. She lays out fresh paper bags along the countertop in place of the first ones that have soaked up all the grease they can hold.

Mattie loves to cook and is glad to make money at it. The days she cooks for the farmers’ market, Toot gives her space and the kitchen feels like it’s hers alone. Her fried pies and pound cakes are well known in Coats and all its contiguous counties. Only last week a woman from Roanoke came up to Mattie’s table and asked her about making rolls and desserts for a restaurant. Said they’d send someone to get their order every few days.

Mattie absently wipes her fingers on the end of the dish towel. She is regular as a clock about some things. She always keeps a towel on her shoulder when she cooks, she always listens to Sam Cooke before supper, and she always knows a lie when she hears one. She knows Mama Toot is lying.

“Tyrone! Tyrone!” Mattie calls toward the living room.

A young boy’s voice answers back, “Yes, ma’am?” Mattie hears his little stocking feet come across the hall and stop in the center of the family room beside the kitchen. She knows he is standing there on the other side of the wall with his skinny legs bent slightly and his big eyes open wide, waiting to hear what she’ll say next. “Yes, ma’am?” he repeats.

“Get your shoes on, Tyrone. We fixing to go to the store.”

“Yes, ma’am, Miss Mattie.”

“Get you some change out the jar on my dresser. You can get you one of those chocolate Easter bunnies with marshmallow inside.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the small voice says, and Mattie hears him scamper back toward her bedroom.

“Get enough for two,” she hollers back to the bedroom. “If I eat one with you, I won’t be wanting to eat my cakes and pies before I can get them sold.” Mattie reckons Tyrone might be the closest thing to a grandchild she’s going to get. She might as well warm up to him.

She checks to see if there’s any liniment under the sink, then carries the bottle to Toot’s bedroom and sets it on the bedside table. She checks her hair in Toot’s dresser mirror and hurries back to the kitchen. Using her dish towel again for a pot holder, she grabs each cast-iron handle in turn and lifts pies out of the skillets and places them carefully on the fresh brown paper. When all the pies are lined up in rows on the counter and the burners are turned off, Mattie hangs her apron on the hook by the kitchen door. She keeps her towel on her shoulder and goes out to the garage to tell Sammy she’s taking his old truck to Rodey’s.

Sammy has spent years learning to be a veterinarian, and where is he? Out in the garage building birdhouses for the farmers’ market. Toot’s painted birdhouses are in high demand from just before Easter weekend right on up to Labor Day. Every year he helps her get ahead. But no one paints a birdhouse but Toot. Nobody is allowed in her paints.

The timer on the oven is going off when Mattie comes back to the kitchen. Each cake goes on a cooling rack. By the end of the day, the kitchen will be full of cakes cooled and wrapped in stretch-tite. Some will be sliced in individual portions, some halved, some whole. There will be two coconut, two caramel, two plain yellow with milk chocolate icing, two German chocolate, two Italian Cream, and three carrot cakes, one for the lady who comes every week to buy a carrot cake for her mother. By the end of Saturday afternoon, her table at the market will be bare, all the cakes, pies, and breads gone. This week the table will probably clear early, since it’s Holy Week. Folks buy for their Easter dinner and Easter company and Easter trips to see relatives.

She inventories the table and countertop: two plain pound cakes, lemon pound cake, almond pound cake, Arty’s favorite, chocolate pound cake. She makes most of the pound cakes in loaf pans, but the chocolate she bakes in the tube pan, the way Arty liked it. All afternoon and evening she will bake bread: oat, sourdough, rye, whole wheat, whole wheat and honey, and cinnamon swirl. Then there are the rolls: dill, potato, orange glazed, and cinnamon. The woman in Roanoke wants to offer Mattie’s dill rolls and chocolate pound cake on her restaurant’s menu.

“What you put this liniment in here for?” Toot hollers from the bedroom. In a few minutes, Toot comes out with her black oxfords on her feet, her black pocketbook on her arm, and smelling of horse liniment. “I don’t know what you put that bottle in there for. Ain’t nothing wrong with me.”

Mattie breaks off a piece of the apple pie Toot sampled earlier and puts it in her mouth to keep from laughing. Once she laughs, Mama Toot will get mad and the day will be oh so hard.

Tyrone appears in the doorway. His safari shorts droop with all the pennies in his pockets. “I’m ready,” he says in a small voice.

“Couldn’t you find no quarters?” Mattie asks.

“No, ma’am.”

“All right then, let’s go.”

Mattie takes the towel from her shoulder and tucks it in the handle of the oven door. The three of them—the old woman, the widow, and the child—march out the back door one after the other. The sweet aroma of cakes and pies fills the vacant space left in their wake.

 

Drizzling rain dampens Gracie’s clothes as she walks away from the Victorian house on Starling Avenue, her black trench coat with a ten-dollar bill forgotten in the left pocket hangs on the hall tree by the front door, a hall tree that once belonged to her grandmother Betsy on her father’s side. Gracie doesn’t think of the pinto beans cooking in the Crock-Pot on the counter by the sink. The house smells of the fresh corn bread she baked and left wrapped in foil, but she is taking flight from the insatiable desires and demands of domesticity. She is rising above a mortal’s need to hover and nurture. She knows Ed will eat the beans and corn bread for supper. He will grumble over cold bread, but he can put it in the oven. He can’t cook it, but he can heat it up. Gracie can’t be concerned with what he does when the beans and bread are gone.

She leaves behind her wedding ring, too, resting at the center of the bed where she tossed it, a golden ring floating in a sea of white-on-white Martha Washington loops and stitches. She has cut her credit cards and checkbook into little pieces and piled them in the center of a serving platter on the kitchen table. They can follow you with those, the voices said. The baseboards gleam. She has washed her cleaning clothes, and they toss rhythmically in the dryer. The snap and zipper clink against the speckled drum. The tinny sound echoes through the kitchen and into the empty hallway. Ginger will find them later, probably still warm, and fold them and put them away. Gracie lets go of the beans and the corn bread. They slide away with the coat and the ring and the hall tree, the empty fern stands and white rockers that line the veranda, and so much more. Her last willing memory of that day is of daffodils against the brown leaf-packed ground along the drive.

Gracie slides into her champagne Olds Ninety-Eight. Out of habit, she places her purse on the seat beside her, along with the fans, then cranks the engine, and turns on the radio. Her fingers tap lightly across the top of the steering wheel to Schumann’s “Happy Farmer.” She stops the car for a moment at the edge of the driveway, then backs out onto Starling Avenue, shifts the Ninety-Eight to the little d, presses the sole of her red espadrille firmly against the accelerator, and speeds off. At Brewster Street, Gracie ignores the red light at the empty intersection and the Olds careens to the left. One of the fans, Jesus with the open hands, slides across the ecru leather seat and watches from near the passenger door.

Gracie maintains her light touch on the wheel and drives on into the dreary day. She feels light. Her fingers play the wheel as if it is a keyboard. She makes various rest stops along the way, and, after leaving I-85, visits three roadside hamburger stands in search of safe food.

I wouldn’t eat that if I were you, the voices say at Top’s Barbecue Shack on Highway 86, and then again farther up the road at Bill’s Dairy Bar. As Gracie backs out of her parking spot at the second drive-in, a soft voice says, I’d get rid of the purse, too. They can keep track of you with it. Gracie pulls alongside the Dumpster. It gives off a homing signal, another voice says. Toss it, says another. Gracie extends one leg out of the open car door and, with her right hand still on the steering wheel, she raises up enough to fling her Coach shoulder bag up and over the roof of the car and into the Dumpster. Two points, says another voice. Two! Two! Two! the voices cheer in unison.

Just before she passes the WELCOME TO VIRGINIA sign, Gracie pays for an approved cheeseburger and fries at Wimpy’s Hamburger Hut with the emergency twenty Ed keeps in her glove compartment. She uses the change from the twenty to buy gas at a small store after she turns onto Highway 58. North Carolina is behind her and soon she loses track of road numbers. She drives only by instinct, turns on one country road after another because it feels right, and passes places she only vaguely recognizes.

The sky is streaked in orange and purple. The rain clouds move in the opposite direction from the Oldsmobile as it barrels north by northwest. The late afternoon sun lights a remnant of watery glaze, causing everything in sight to sparkle. As the sun drops low and blinding toward the horizon, the big car lurches and then again and again. Gracie’s playful grip tightens and she instinctively pulls the car off the curving two-lane. Raindrops from tree branches overhanging the road’s shoulder hit the car with a barrage of splatters that bleed across the newly waxed champagne hood. The motor dies, making the car nearly impossible to steer. Momentum pushes it a little further as it struggles and slides around in the mud and tall grass off the road’s low shoulder. For a brief moment the car is still and silent. Even the music from the radio pauses. Then, with the first notes of Chopin’s Nocturne in E Minor, the mud beneath the right rear tire gives way, and the car’s rear end begins a slow swing to the right and descent down the embankment. It slides magically through larger trees, crushing small volunteers and underbrush.

When the Olds drops, for a brief instant Gracie hangs as if in flight. Then the bottom of the steering wheel grabs her and knocks her sharply back against the seat while her stomach remains aloft. As she has so often done in recent months, she gives herself up to the lift and pull. She says nothing, makes no sound. She and the car drop from sight without a struggle. The car comes to an abrupt stop when the center of the rear bumper lodges against a large hackberry tree. Gracie’s head gives a little bounce away from and back to the headrest, flight and alight, then the headrest cradles her head like a hand. Her fingers still lightly hold the steering wheel. Stunned but not hurt, she looks straight ahead, up really, and stares through the arch of the scalloped wheel and across the shimmering dashboard into the liturgically colored sky. She watches the upper rim of a glowing orange ball drop beyond the right corner of the hood, down past the lip of blue-gray mountains she knows to be just out of her sight—mountains not so distant, but indistinct in the sun’s burning light.

When dark comes, she closes her eyes to rest. The radio plays Debussy’s Arabesque no. 1 in E. Gracie opens her mouth and feels the round full musical notes float from the radio over her tongue and pop like bubbles, spilling silent words behind her lips. Gracie swallows them and drifts off to sleep. In the darkness of early night, with the car off the road and poised to take flight like a rocket, Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody no. 2 laces the moistening air and masks Gracie’s mellow snoring. At the last notes of the rhapsody, as if it has waited for the music to end, the battery gives up its final pulse of power. An occasional hoot of an owl is the only other sound as Gracie’s snoring tapers into quiet, shallow breathing. By midnight the owl has taken flight and the faint ping of raindrops once again filters through the budding tree branches and speckles the ground and the vertical Oldsmobile.

In a dream Gracie hears winged women laughing and clapping their hands. Through her closed lids she sees their great shadows hovering over her, their shadowy hands waving, their wings opening and closing. She hears them singing hosannas. In the way of dreams, she can see and not see. Her body rises and rises until, in the dream, she floats over a river, not much more than a creek. Beyond the river is a plush green field, mowed close. She comes to rest on the smooth grass-covered ground, and it wraps her in its green blanket of earth.

In the narrow space between what is real and what is not, what is of this world and what is not, a new voice, tender and deep, thick as syrup and resonant as music itself, says to Gracie, Whoever welcomes you welcomes me. And the winged beings chant in sweet unison, Wade in the water, children. Wade in the water. God’s gonna trouble the water.

Gracie grows lighter and lighter until she feels nothing and hears nothing. She only faintly sees shadows moving, shadows of winged creatures waving their hands over her closed eyes. After a time, Gracie’s body rises to float again, and the single deep sweet voice, more distant sounding than before, more powerful than the others, says to her, Because you are empty, I will fill you up. Gracie becomes nothing but white heat.

 

Ed wades through a dry sea of noise. Shania Twain’s voice swells and ebbs at ten decibels in tandem with the eruptive rush and hum of air compressors. The boys in the bays pierce the waves with the cadent zip-zip-zip of their impact wrenches pulling and replacing lug nuts around various vehicles from one wheel to another. Tires hiss and expire, give up their rims. Tire tools drop in harsh thuds. Metal clangs against metal. A white ’95 Caddy’s engine cranks, and Charlie Ensrud backs it out of bay four. A primer-covered El Camino’s starter clicks in vain. It all echoes across the concrete floor, back and forth off what little cement block wall is left exposed between tools and parts and tires. Thank God for the small acoustic reprieve of the insulated tin roof.

After years amid such cacophony, and before that, the orchestral sounds of residential construction, Ed has significant high-frequency hearing loss. He knows that these days occupational therapists and industrial psychologists recommend ear covers. But nobody who’s supposed to wear them likes them. Most men won’t wear them until it’s too late, if ever. As Ed sees it, there are only three crucial differences between now and the old days. The music used to be a whole lot better. The prices were way cheaper. And he had hair on top of his head—even had a ponytail. What Ed doesn’t realize is that he still has those nice cheekbones and the hazel eyes women notice when they check their cars in, never mind the slight paunch riding above his belt. He still has the hands of a workingman, even though now, as owner of Tire Man, he is more accustomed to the relative quiet of his office just off the showroom, where Estelle prefers to play talk radio. She says the customers don’t notice their wait as much when they’re listening to talk radio. His tools have become ballpoint pens, catalogs, NCR purchase orders, ledger books, balance sheets, a Rolodex, and an adding machine.

Ed has to run the front desk until somebody gets back. Ordinarily, this is Estelle’s job, but she’s at the dentist. And Wally, Ed’s assistant manager and pseudo son-in-law, has gone to pick up a cycling switch for a GMC Dually. They go out two or three times a season and Ed knows the part number by heart, like so many other letters and numbers that clutter his brain. He clips a work order for two low-profile tires for a Miata to the message strip in the third bay.

The phone rings, and Ed picks up the receiver in the first bay while fumbling with the volume on the radio controls. He pushes the button for line one, presses the receiver hard against his right ear, and sticks a finger in his left.

“Tire Man. Ed speaking.” Nobody answers at first. He peers over his reading glasses to watch Charlie Ensrud balance a tire. He’s just out of high school, but Ed figures to have him doing alignments in a couple of months. A voice comes over the wire.

“Daddy, where’s Mama? And why don’t you buy a new phone cord? This one is so damn twisted you could hang yourself trying to talk on the phone.”

All Ed hears is a muffle of words coming from the receiver. “What? Can you talk a little louder?”

“Daddy, where is Mama?” Ginger shouts into the phone just as an air compressor shuts off. She sounds peeved. Lately her ass is on her shoulders about something nearly every time he talks to her. It’s bad enough Gracie’s going through the change, now Ginger’s having sympathetic mood swings and she’s only twenty-eight. The two of them have always been unpredictable, but Ginger can be so hard, so harsh. He’s learned to be grateful in both cases when it isn’t something he’s done to set one of them off.

“She’s home I reckon. Have you tried her there?”

“I am there. She’s supposed to meet me here at four to go pick out uniforms for the doughnut shop.”

Good. It’s not him she’s mad at. “Four? What about supper?” It’s been a long time since lunch and Ed is looking forward to walking in and sitting down to a nice hot meal.

“Well, there’s pintos in the slow cooker.”

“Is her car there?” Ed asks.

“No, but her coat’s still in the hall. Don’t you think that’s strange? Her car’s gone, it’s been raining off and on all day, and her raincoat’s still there on the hall tree? She ought to at least have her coat. Did you have a fight with her over money or something?”

“No,” Ed runs his fingers over his scalp where hair used to be. “Why?”

“She’s cut up all her credit cards and the checkbook. They’re in a little mountain of pieces on a plate in the kitchen.”

“Maybe they’re just out of date.”

“Checks don’t go out of date, Daddy. I think it’s strange.”

“I don’t know. Strange is a relative thing,” Ed says cautiously. He doesn’t want to talk to her right now about how strange her mother is getting. Gracie’s always been a little different, but it’s getting annoying. She won’t let him listen to anything but classical music, and she’s never liked classical music before. Gracie says he needs culture, awareness. She tells him to look closely, be quiet, listen. But there’s never anything to see or to hear. He figures it’s her hormones.

“And another thing,” Ginger yells in the receiver, “speaking of strange. What’s the idea of drawing Jesus on the wall in the kitchen?”

“You can quit yelling right now. The compressor went off. What did you just say about Jesus?”

“On that white wall in the kitchen,” she says, still a little too loud. “The Jesus.”

“What Jesus?”

“The one kneeling at the rock praying over the sideboard. Hell, Daddy, he’s big as the sideboard. How could you miss it?”

“There wasn’t any Jesus over the sideboard when I left this morning. That’s how I could miss it. What rock?”

“The one drawn on the wall in front of Jesus. He’s kneeling at a rock praying. I have to say, the drawing’s pretty good. Who did it?”

“I don’t have any idea who drew it,” Ed says, but he does. What in the world is Gracie doing drawing Jesus on the kitchen wall? She’s never even been religious. Those white walls. Ed breathes deep to remain calm, something he heard on talk radio about stress control.

“If you got the time,” Ed tells Ginger, “wait there for fifteen or twenty minutes and see if she turns up. I don’t have a clue where she is, but I’m sure she’ll be back in a little bit.”

“I don’t have all day. Wally and I are supposed to go to Home Depot and pick out countertops, if I get home in time. I don’t see why she can’t just be here like she’s supposed to be. Bye.” The dial tone sounds before Ed can say bye back to her. He hates that. People ought to wait for someone to say good-bye back. He and Gracie surely raised her better than that. If she’s going to open a doughnut shop, she had better learn that subtle things, like hanging up before a person can say good-bye back for instance, will lose a customer. And that cussing. People don’t want to do business with a cussing woman. There isn’t much difference between a tire and a doughnut. Business is business. She’ll have to do more than make a good doughnut to succeed. There’s always somebody else who can make as good a doughnut as you. That’s the most important concept to grasp in working for yourself. Product is only as good as the service that comes with it. He needs to write that down. He’ll use it to start out his sales meeting next week.

After giving Charlie a few tips, Ed returns to the service desk and does a search on the computer. He’s one tire shy of a set for the Dually. He doesn’t give another thought to Ginger or Gracie until later that night when he’s eating cold corn bread from a piece of torn aluminum foil and hot pintos from the Crock-Pot.

Ed doesn’t like eating alone. And he doesn’t like looking at giant pictures of Jesus while he eats. They’re bound to give him heartburn. What’s that woman thinking about, drawing Jesus over the sideboard? Jesus at the front door, too. A door only used for UPS deliveries and to fend off encyclopedia salesmen and missionaries. And he can’t begin to bring himself to deal with the Jesus at the foot of their bed. How’s he going to sleep with Jesus looking at them all night? How’s he going to get it up the next time a little loving comes to mind? They’re married and all, for twenty-nine years, but it isn’t normal to have Jesus watch a man have sex with his wife. There’s going to be a fight probably, but Ed’s going to paint over that bedroom Jesus.

Ginger’s buying a doughnut shop, not IBM. And just how long can two women shop for uniforms? Ed wants things to be like they’re supposed to be—employees answering the phones, wives serving up the dinner and keeping a man company while he relaxes from a hard day at the office, rooms painted just one color, pictures on the walls small and framed and plain enough so that no one notices them. Is that asking so much?

At ten o’clock Ed goes for seconds on beans, this time using a bowl. He crumbles in a piece of corn bread and adds some chopped onion, a little Texas Pete. He flicks off the Crock-Pot, then takes his second round of supper and a fresh glass of tea into the den to catch Andy Griffith, which usually makes him feel better about everything. There’s no Jesus in the den. Ed feels lucky Gracie didn’t decide to paint the heart of pine paneling.

Ed wakes up at eleven-thirty, turns off the television, and goes to see if Gracie is in bed. No Gracie. He calls her name out loud to make sure she isn’t down the hall or in the bathroom. No answer at all. He tries Ginger’s number. No answer there either. It’s Wally’s bowling night, but Ginger should be home by now. An accident? Could that be it? After wrestling with the phone book Ed finally finds numbers for the emergency room and the highway patrol.

“Hello. My name is Ed Hollaman and my wife is missing…”

After almost two hours of phone calls, several frustrating conversations, and being put on hold numerous times, Ed puts the phone receiver in its cradle for the night. No Grace Hollaman admitted to any ER and no accidents reported involving an Oldsmobile, or any other kind of car, in the last forty-eight hours in four counties.

Ed walks into the bedroom and looks at the Jesus with open hands. The flood of light from the lamp he turns on reflects off a small gold ring in the center of the white bedspread. Something he’d missed earlier, in the room’s natural light.

There it is, he thinks. She’s run off. She’s left me.

He should have seen it coming. People say men have midlife crises, but it’s the women. No wonder they call it the change. He hears stories like this at the Moose all the time. Women leave their husbands for no reason, with no warning, when they hit the hot flashes and the night sweats. At poker a few weeks ago, one of the guys was talking about his sister-in-law running off with a parking lot attendant. Now it’s Ed’s turn to be left.

In almost thirty years of marriage, Ed has never known Gracie to take off her wedding ring, but here it lies, cast among the nubby loops of the spread, the ones that make pockmarks on his face when he takes his Sunday nap.

“She’s gone,” Ed says just loud enough to make sound in the empty room. We’ll see how long she stays gone with no plastic in her pocketbooks. Hurt makes him shrink just a little. He looks to the giant Jesus with the open arms and involuntarily mirrors him. Ed’s eyebrows go up, his mouth hangs open, and he extends his hands as if to ask, What in the world? But Jesus has his poker face on. Jesus with the open arms isn’t giving any answers.

Ed reaches for Gracie’s wedding band and puts it on the bedside table. As he turns back the covers, he thinks of calling Landry, his lodge brother, down at the police station. One of the people at the highway patrol station suggested calling the police if Gracie didn’t come home. But now Ed understands this is personal, private business. Not something to have in the paper in the morning. It’s only Gracie and one of her hare-brained ideas coming between them. He used to think those ideas were entertaining, made her interesting to live with. But the ideas have gotten stranger, more difficult to swallow, like all that classical music and three Jesuses on the walls. Now those ideas wear him out.

She’ll be back tomorrow. After she’s scared me a little, made me pay attention. That is, if there’s no parking lot attendant or grocery boy in the picture. Ed thinks of calling Ginger again, but he knows it won’t do any good. If Gracie was over there, Ginger would have called by now. No sense waking her up so she can worry.

Ed climbs in bed and takes a deep breath in an effort to remain rational, logical. Kidnappers would have taken the credit cards, maybe even the checkbooks. Gracie never carries cash. Says she doesn’t need it. Ed always makes sure there’s twenty dollars in her glove compartment so she has something in an emergency. And Gracie usually has some little problem here and there that eats away at that small reserve. A tip for the grocery boy, not wanting to write a check for a pack of gum, donating to a deaf man who hands her a printed card in the Wal-Mart parking lot.

Tomorrow he’ll know what to do. In the meantime, he situates himself in the middle of the bed, pulls up the covers, and closes his eyes. He tries to think about tires, about fan belts, about alternators for El Caminos. But it isn’t working. He wants to sleep on his side of the bed like he always does, and wants Gracie on her side pulling at his covers, her rump pushed up against his. He wants to forget that Gracie’s ring is on the table by the lamp and not on her finger where it belongs. And, perhaps most of all, he wants to forget that Jesus is looking at him through the dark.

[image: space]

JEZEREEL HOLINESS can only be called small. But then Rockrun is small, standing in the shadow of the big mountains, a tiny mostly black community on the banks of a medium-sized creek, tucked between two mostly white townships. To Mattie, walking to Jezereel Holiness is as natural as breathing. The Rileys have worn a thin ribbon through the woods between Toot’s farm and this small white church with its simple steeple and its bright red doors. First a footpath, then a cart path, now it is a narrow road for the riding lawnmower and the cart full of lawn equipment it pulls from the house to the church every week. And it is an artery between Mattie and Arty.

In the past few months, Mattie has become a one-woman Jezereel gardening committee. Today she has used her mattock to break up the hard ground in the stone-bordered flower bed she has built between the front of the church and the highway, and now she pushes the spade deep into the turned soil to work in the sand and fine gravel, the seasoned manure and compost. The sad old sign and lifeless junipers that once squatted in front of the church have been dug up and hauled away. Mattie works hard in the late April sunshine to amend the soil. In the middle of the bed is the beautiful new sign Brother Hairston made, based on Mattie’s drawing.

Anything that keeps her near the church is welcome work. Not so much because she wants to be close to God, but because she wants to be near Arty and the life they had together.

After an hour of toil, the enriched dirt begins to take on a mealy texture. Mattie pushes and pulls the garden rake through it until the top of the dirt is smooth and evenly distributed within the circle of large layered creek rocks. Then she kneels down and pushes her hands deep into the loose earth. She imagines herself beneath it, pulls her arms out of the ground and smells the clay and organic matter on her skin. She shapes a mound of dirt into a firm hill that she pretends is a leg, a beautiful strong black leg. She smooths away the leg and begins to plant as she cries. One Carissa holly goes on each end of the new sign, then white dwarf azaleas beneath the sign, both front and back. Out from the foundation plants, as she sobs with abandon, she situates a triangle of Homestead verbena. Next month, she’ll fill in with Purple Wave petunias. White and purple flowers near the sign, bright yellow forsythia on either side of the red doors, and assorted colors of daylilies alongside the walkway. Mattie wants this church that she and Arty attended to be a glorious hallelujah of color. Next year she will plant a tiered perennial garden against the hillside, lots of bulbs and tubers. With the last verbena in the ground, everything watered, and her cry over, Mattie goes inside to wash up and get her vase of daffodils to take to the grave.

Her face now dry but puffy, Mattie stands in the open doorway of the sanctuary and tries to take in all the details—the earth, the stone walls, the new gravel in the parking lot, the sound of Toot’s mower buzzing on the other side of the church, the hard blue cloudless sky that comes after days of rain. She wonders if that is the color Noah looked into when he saw the dove fly back at him with an olive branch, when God decided to make peace, make a new covenant. God, you need to make a new covenant with me.

Mattie fights to stay in the present. Only work saves her. Baking, for instance: the measuring, the kneading, the spooning, the checking. And the vegetable garden at home: all that planting, weeding, picking, canning, preserving, pickling. And quilting: the sitting and piecing her squares and strips. And the silent and diligent partnership she and Toot make as they sit across from each other at the quilting frame, each of them stitching their perfect path. And at the church: the landscaping and gardening, carrying the rocks from the creek to the cart, getting them to the flower bed, her regular assistance to Toot in the upkeep of the sanctuary and the cemetery. Time is nothing more than a schedule in widowhood, what has to get done in the next little bit and what has to get done after that—what day to make the cakes and what day to piece the quilts and what day to plant the spring peas and what day to put in the Purple Wave petunias—all in an effort not to cry too much or sleep all day. One day ticks off into the next, one chore ticks off into the next, one washed dish in the drainer and then the next. In the spring you plant petunias, in the fall you plant pansies, and set out the mums. Getting through an hour is as hard as a week. That is widowtime.

For Toot, on the other hand, this work at the church is her tithing. She did these things and more for white ladies all her early womanhood, and now, in her domestic liberation, as Sammy refers to it, she does those same things for the house of the Lord. For Mattie, though, it has become a working-off, a purging.

As she walks to the cemetery, Mattie thinks of Sammy. He’s pushing her to move past her grief. A son losing his father, that is part of the natural cycle, and the son moves on. But a woman losing her husband? That is not so easy to reconcile. Mattie understands too that Tyrone is part of Sammy’s plan to bring her back to life. Sweet as he is, Mattie is too tired to want to love anyone new, even a quiet, awkward child.

“That girl has a five-year-old boy and never even been married. That baby’s daddy is MIA, no more than a leaf in the wind,” Mattie had barked at Sammy a few months ago, when he first mentioned Tyrone coming to the farm for an extended stay.

“I love this woman,” Sammy had said to her. “I want to give her and Tyrone a family, and I need you and Mama Toot to help me. I want to help her make a better way for herself and the boy. Surely, you can understand that.”

“What if she’s hard to pin down like her own mama?” Mattie asked the pillow beside hers in the middle of the night. “What if she up and disappears without nothing but a little note, like she says her mama did?”

“Tyrone needs a father and a family,” Sammy refrained for days.

“Give the boy and his mother a chance,” said the pillow on the other side of the bed, its voice a vibration in Mattie’s chest.

So now Doristeen works on a special teaching certificate in Charlottesville, and Tyrone hides and scurries around a strange house.

Mattie moves down from the stoop, lets her fingertips slide along the black iron rail like it’s another body part—an arm, a dark arm. But it is a railing. Her body calls to her at night sometimes. Remember me, sweet thing, it sings. Remember me. She wakes up thinking Arty is singing to her. In the daytime she knows it’s her own voice crying out from some mouth deep inside her that longs to be fed.

She hears Toot come around the corner of the church on her last pass at the side yard by the parking lot. Toot presses the clutch, shifts up into fourth, and lifts the blades.

“You go on down in front of me,” she shouts, “or you be eating my exhaust till next week.”

Mattie picks up speed and heads through the cemetery entrance, two concrete pillars decorated with glass and stone and shells that she and Arty brought from the coast. The population in the cemetery now outnumbers the head count inside the church on any given Sunday morning or Wednesday night. She straightens flowerpots as she walks, sets some on top of headstones as she passes. She’s going to mow around the headstones with the push mower, if she can get the thing cranked. People in the Jezereel congregation are all the time donating to the church what they need to donate to the dump, like that old push mower.

Toot engages the blades of the riding lawnmower and the hum of the machine climbs to a roar at the edge of the cemetery fence. Mattie knows from many such workdays that Toot will make three full laps to cut the narrow strip of grass outside the cemetery fence. Then she’ll park the riding mower and come inside to move and shift the rest of the pots and vases and statues of Jesus and little baby angels as Mattie pushes the smaller mower around the cemetery markers and over and between the graves, always aware she is walking on the dead. Sammy will come by this evening, after he makes his rounds to the farms, and he’ll weed-eat whatever grass or weeds have escaped the women. The women save that for him so he is a part of it. All this work at the church is like a symphony. Tyrone will need a part, Mattie decides. He can help with the petunias to start. The boy doesn’t touch enough dirt.

Mattie draws closer to the tree line. Arty’s grave is near the edge of the cemetery, on the side closest to their farm. She sees the double marker situated beneath the giant poplar. She can’t read it yet, but knows Arty’s name is etched in black letters, his date of birth and his date of death beneath it, and the words Soul Searcher. Mattie’s name is beside Arty’s, her date of birth in the same crisp block letters. But a blank space for her date of passing makes the polished granite marker look unbalanced, like an unmade bed.

Death makes the world uneven. Just ask Louise Redd, her baby’s grave still fresh as Mattie’s flower bed. A wreath with an Easter Bunny and a pink ribbon coming across yellow silk roses stands at the head of the small mound of earth, and a ceramic cherub prays beside the bunny. Now, how uneven is that? To lose a child, to be a mother with full breasts and empty arms. Mattie sinks deep into the idea of all the sad people who have stood in this place and looked for somebody who cannot come back. As she turns toward Arty’s grave, Mattie focuses on something that does not belong in a cemetery, the shape of a body on top of the dirt, a woman’s body sprawled on the ground in front of Arty’s double marker.

For God to work through Mattie, even in her grief-stricken fog, even with her need for a new covenant, is not so unbelievable as some might think. It is a gift like any other gift, an act of love.

Mattie knows this to be a gift and a charge almost immediately because a wife doesn’t just walk out of church every Friday and find another woman, white at that, lying across her husband’s grave. That is how she first knows it as a sign, because of the unusual nature of it, and then because, after a few days, she won’t be able to see it any other way.

“Lord, Mama Toot, come quick!” Mattie calls. “Toot!” she screams, her voice urgently rising over the din of the lawnmower. She begins to run to the woman, to Arty. Her breath is short as her knees hit the soft spring grass beside the woman’s body. Grass stains press into her skirt. Mattie rolls the woman over on her back. The woman is breathing. She is still breathing.

 

“Mama, that’s a white woman you found, not a stray dog.” Toot knows Sammy says this louder than he means to. She doesn’t even need to cut her eyes at him. He checks himself and speaks a little softer. “We got to call DuRon and tell him what happened before somebody comes looking for her. Mama Toot, you know I’m right.” Sammy looks at Toot for help that she doesn’t give him. His chin drops and he looks at Toot as if to say, I can’t believe you’re not helping with this. He looks back at his mother and sets his jaw. “Some of her people’s bound to have filed a missing person report, Mama. The police probably already know all about this woman. You’ve got to go to the police. Hell, she needs a doctor. Have you thought about that?”

“Don’t you blaspheme in this house,” Toot says.

First they take in the child. Of course they did that for Sammy. Now they have a middle-aged white woman. Toot wonders who’s going to come to them next. She thought she was done taking care of white folk.

Toot knows Sammy’s right. So does Mattie, deep down. He isn’t saying anything new. She and Mattie both thought all this already, talked about calling the police, having a full house, folk looking for a white woman and finding her with them and them not saying the first word about her being there. They talked about it while they were loading the strange woman into the little cart Toot pulls behind the riding lawnmower. But Mattie doesn’t reveal what they’ve already talked about, and Toot plans to see where the Lord takes this chat Mattie and Sammy are having.

Mattie keeps right on stitching her appliqué. Sammy stomps off to the kitchen, probably to get him some pie. Mattie’s working on a tulip quilt that’s so pretty, they plan to hang it behind the cake table at the market when she gets done. They aren’t selling it for a dime less than five hundred dollars. Toot told Mattie if she believes she’ll get five hundred, then she’ll get five hundred.

Sammy comes back in holding a piece of sweet potato pie. That was his daddy’s favorite pie. He just stands there leaning on the doorjamb looking at Mama Toot, then at his mama. He’s clearly wondering what’s come over them both to bring that woman home. He starts to say something, then he stays quiet and takes another bite of pie. Of course they had to do something with her, Toot thinks, because there was no phone at the church. That woman riding in that trailer behind the riding mower wont any worse than her working her way through woods full of saw briars in the night rain like she’d already done and sleeping on that grave ever how long till they found her.

“Mama, will you please talk to me about this?” Sammy says, licking the last of the pie off his fingers. Mattie pushes her reading glasses up on her nose and pricks one thread from the white backcloth with a single-thread needle and catches the rolled edge of the red calico tulip. She does pretty work. Toot has always admired Mattie’s quilting. You’d have to look and look to find a stitch that wont perfect. She says next she’s going to do a memory quilt, one to hand down to Sammy. But right now, Mattie refuses to look at Sammy, keeping her eyes on her needle and thread as she moves it out and away from her, cinching the cloth together, tiny stitch after tiny stitch. “Yes, sir,” Toot says quietly, “your mama can sure enough sew.”

Sammy looks at Toot as if to say, Don’t change the subject. “Look at me, Mama,” he says and sits down in the chair beside her, his torso pitched slightly forward. “I am going to call DuRon. I have to. Daddy is dead. I’m the man of the house now, and I say we need to call the police. You hear?”

Toot thinks, Oh Lord.

Mattie, she looks up from her sewing, stares at Sammy over her gold-framed Walgreen’s reading spectacles, and says in a voice solid as a rock, “That woman was sent to me by God. Rachel stays right where she is. Nobody is going to call no police to be taking her away. That is that. I’ll take care of the doctor.”

Yes, Lord, Toot says to herself. It’s no wonder Arty brought her into that house. She’s something, that Mattie. If Toot had doubts before, she knows now the Lord is moving in her. Yes, He’s moving right now. Toot can almost see Him in her living room, can feel Him in Mattie’s talk, solid as a rock. But Sammy, he’s not ready to give up yet.

“Mama, you’ve gone and named that woman?” Sammy’s whole body leans closer, showing he can’t believe it, his old talk coming back on him. Then he gets back to his proper self. “Mama, I am a respected member of this community. I have white farmers paying me to doctor their animals. You think they’re going to want to do that when they think I might have kidnapped a white woman?” He runs his hands along the fronts of his legs. “Mama, I can’t let you keep her. You don’t name people you find. You call the police!”

Toot knows he just went too far, raising his voice, saying what he said, and she can’t help him now. You gon’ to have to get out of this one your own lonesome self. Mattie keeps her head down, her fingers moving, sewing, never missing a stitch. Sammy leans back in the club chair and slaps his hand on the top of the end table.

“Am I the only one aware that we are black people and the woman in the laundry room is white?”

Toot wants to say, You fool, you pushing your luck. But she just keeps listening and watching, ready to put her face back to her Bible if anybody looks to see if she has something to say. She’s turned to Genesis 48, where Rachel is buried away from her people. That’s how they came up with the name. Toot is the one who named the woman. They had to call her something. They couldn’t have her there for who knows how long and call her white woman or stranger. If anyone asks Toot what she’s reading, she can quote it without looking. Mattie’s about to finished her tulip. Her jaw is twitching. That means she’s going to let loose. Oh Lord.

“Now you listen to me, Samuel Riley,” Mattie starts, and Toot thinks, Oh Lord. “And don’t you ‘But, Mama’ me,” she says, leaning back at him so strong and sudden that he backs off. “You are not your daddy. You do not tell me what I can and can’t do. Your daddy, bless his soul, didn’t even try that. Therefore, you don’t let me anything. That woman, black, white, purple, or green, came out of nowhere and was laying on my sweet Arty’s grave. Now, that man could be the head of my house. You, on the other hand, are still a boy and will always be a boy to me. Especially if you don’t respect your mother anymore than you are showing me tonight.” She stands up and takes a step at Sammy and he sits all the way back in the club chair like he used to do when he was ten and Toot was on his case for throwing rocks at the chickens. He can’t get back any farther. “Now, Rachel laying on your daddy’s grave may not be a sign to you or your educated highfaluten friends you been hanging around with, so that you don’t go to church except to trim the weeds and the shrubs, and it may not be a sign to DuRon and the rest of them down at the sheriff’s office, or to Harvey Rodey and some of his lily-white friends with their sick cows. But that don’t concern me. I can see for myself and that’s all the sign I need.”

Amen, Toot thinks. Mattie holds her eyes on Sammy’s face for just the right amount of time. Toot might have held it a little longer, was it her, but Mattie did it long enough. Then Mattie sets back down and goes right on with her appliqué, starting another tulip, like she expects him to move on to some other subject. And he does.

“Mama,” Sammy says, struggling to be calm, looking back toward the kitchen at the swirls in the linoleum, hunting him a good comeback in those layers of vinyl and Aerowax. “Mama, I am almost thirty years old.”

She cuts him right off. “You are twenty-seven years and six months old come next Tuesday and I don’t care if you are fixing to turn sixty-two and can retire early. I got business with this woman. God’s business. Now you go tend to some business of your own. Some horse, or somebody else’s cow, or something. I do thank you for getting her in the house this afternoon and in the little bed. Now go on.”

“Mama,” he says again, this time a little impatient.

“You go chase some woman or something. That’s what you’re usually about when you’re not out giving shots to dumb animals. You leave Rachel to me.”

“What is that suppose to mean?” he wants to know, meaning about the women, and Toot sees him look around to see if Tyrone is close by. “And will you stop calling her Rachel? You don’t know her name.” Toot sees from his face that he knows he has lost the battle.

“For now, her name is Rachel. We got to call her something. Now go on, I tell you. Get on out of this living room.”

Sammy stands up and in a minute the screen door at the back of the house screeches and slams, but not before his feet hit the dirt past the back steps. His truck door slams, too, in quick time and with a whole lot of noise. There’s the racing motor and gravel thrown up underneath his truck and out from under it. He peels out the drive onto the road like he used to when he first learned to drive. In Toot’s experience, when a man wants to show off or show he’s mad, he’s almost always going to do it in a car or some vehicle—unless he’s the type to hit. Toot doesn’t allow any man around her to hit. He’ll be a dead man, weighted to the bottom of the river, if a man ever hits her or one of hers, as long as she’s able to pick up a two-by-four or a 12 gauge. But Sammy doesn’t seem the kind to hit. Just to leave rubber, throw gravel, throw down his hat maybe, let the door slam. Not much more than that. Maybe say something he shouldn’t say, something he’ll wish he hadn’t said later on. Now we all gon’ do that from time to time.

Mattie, she picks up her stitch, makes her a nice knot that will hold till that quilt’s long in a rag bag, and she bites the thread loose with her teeth. Toot keeps telling her not to use her teeth. Mattie weaves the end of the needle into the folded edge of the drape beside her chair, extra thread spun around the needle top like a little turban. It’s ready now to sew on the next button or do a little bit of quilting or mending. Toot knows this part without even needing to watch. There’s an army of threaded and un-threaded needles there on the backside of the curtain. That’s one of the things Mattie and Toot agreed on from the beginning. You’ve got to know where your tools are, and needles go in the backs of curtains. It’s important to keep them in reach and ready for what little job might come next.

 

Gracie wakes up in a narrow bed in a small room with a cabinet full of jellies, chow chow, pickles, and creamed corn among other things she can’t quite make out behind the lead-glass doors. The doorknobs on the cabinet are large diamonds. She hears music and singing coming from another room. Sam Cooke. She has been hearing many things recently, sometimes words, sometimes music, sometimes singing, but she cannot always see the source. In fact, she initially questioned the source. Now she has faith in it. Sometimes she starts to see it, but it doesn’t quite happen.

Soon, the voice says. And there are other voices. Soon, they all say. For now, they are invisible, or shadows at best.

Gracie has always played the radio during the day while she cleaned house or hooked a rug or cooked supper or made the beds. If she was alone, she sang with the radio and danced a little as she dusted tabletops or chopped onions or slipped oatmeal raisin cookies from the cookie jar. It was almost always rock and roll, something to sing along with, something to make you move like you’re young and life is still ahead of you. She particularly liked to vacuum to Aretha Franklin turned way up loud, garden to Bob Seger, iron to Neil Diamond. She listened while Ed was at work because he always wanted the music off and the TV on when he came home. Ed wanted quiet or a good rerun when he came home.

More recently though, when Ed has been out of the house or she has been alone in the car, Gracie has listened to classical music and jazz. Sometimes, she’s insisted they listen to the classical station while eating supper. If Ed made noise about her turning it off, she just ignored him. And for some reason, he never got up to turn the dial.

She particularly likes Tchaikovsky and Coltrane. Rock and roll make her want to sing. The instrumental music makes her listen, pay attention to things she didn’t notice before. It doesn’t muffle the voices that are there beyond the music. She can hear what they say without the lyrics confusing her. Sometimes that’s how they say things. The music floats into her mouth and pops and the words explode into her head. Sometimes what she hears is not so distant at all but inside her, vibrating in her lungs or her belly or her brain or her tongue or her eyelids or her nipples. Who would think a nipple could talk? It’s as if pieces of a puzzle float around her and in her, and if she tries to grab one piece she has to let go of another. Sometimes there’s so much sound inside her, she flicks the extra from the ends of her fingers. Sometimes the sound is right next to her, like the person next to her on the bus. But there is no bus and no person.

The last thing she heard from her voices was the singing, and the wings beating in the shadows above her, and the single deep voice promising to fill her up. Gracie has always felt so empty.

The voices are quiet now. But she knows the chorus will return, will come to her at the simplest or the strangest moments. When she is grocery shopping they come to tell her what food is poison and what isn’t.

Rub the poison off the cabbage and flick it on the eggplant, one voice had said. No one ever really buys eggplant.

Gracie watched the eggplant for weeks and it got old and was discarded and new eggplant took its place.

One voice tells her when to drive her car and when to walk. One tells her that Ed’s screwing his secretary of twenty years, blond-headed Estelle. Of course she isn’t a real blonde. Gracie doesn’t need voices to tell her that. Gracie has given Ed the benefit of the doubt when it came to Estelle. Men don’t usually go for women who are so obvious, and Ed isn’t the kind to fool around at work, if he fools around at all. But one voice seems convinced he is screwing Estelle, or if he isn’t screwing Estelle now, he soon will be. Another voice sometimes defends Ed and says it isn’t true. Honestly, the idea doesn’t bother Gracie. She hasn’t liked sex with Ed for a long time. If Estelle is happy with that job, maybe she should have it. I’ve had it longer than I need.

One of the voices told Gracie to leave home. There’s nothing left for you here now, it said. Go left at the light! the voice told her without much notice at Starling and Brewster. She remembers the tires squalled. And what happened? Here she is in a little room with jelly and pickles and canned corn. Light green cotton sheets rest cool against her legs, old cotton sheets worn slick from washing and ironing, like the ones she had as a child. She sees the sharp creases from the iron at regular intervals across the sheet where it covers her chest and arms. Everything in the room comforts her, even the washer and dryer.

The sun is going down and rays of light come in over her head and strike a row of jellies turning them to jars of emeralds, rubies, amber. Things look different to her now, as if she sees beyond what is ordinary, into a world that exists beside the one everyone else knows about. She sees more than the thing itself. She sees what lives inside it.

There is a small window beside her bed. For a few minutes her room is bright with the light coming from the west, but then the sun drops, perhaps behind a row of hemlock trees. She likes the idea of hemlock trees.

Hemlock.

Gracie opens her mouth and lets the word float in. She decides to bite into it and it squirts at the back of her throat and burns like bitter mint. But the word is not poisonous. It doesn’t bite back.

How long has she been sleeping? She remembers another sun dropping over the hood of her car. Her room grows dim. The door beside the jelly cabinet leads into a kitchen. She sees a slice of vinyl floor with orange and gold swirls, the corner of a yellow Formica table across the room and two of its matching chairs. Gracie hears someone in the kitchen. Her body is limp, like she has no bones. Only her eyes dart from one new thing to the next. Thoughts come like lightning now, until she feels the need to rest her eyes and let her thoughts slip into the quiet clouds that float at the back of her brain.

It feels good to rest in the little bed. A beautiful mint green camp spread with white flowers woven into the green lies atop the sheets. She knows if she turns it over the spread will have mint green flowers on white. Her pillow is filled with feathers. Not too round, not too flat. Her mattress is on the soft side. She thinks perhaps she is in a fairy tale again, a fairy tale where she is a child. Not a princess of the wood, like when she first met Ed all those years ago, but a child. The dream comes to her again, the dream of the grass, winged women, floating. Gracie doesn’t mind that she can’t move. She couldn’t breathe where she was before. She would rather be still and breathe than move and have no air.

A small round head peeks out from behind the kitchen wall. Big brown eyes look at her from the top half of a brown face. The big bright eyes blink.

A black woman in a dark blue dress, her hair up in a twist, comes into the kitchen and flips a light switch by the door. Yellow fills the doorway of Gracie’s room and casts a magic glow in the kitchen.

“You’re going to go blind working in the dark,” the woman says to someone Gracie can’t see. “What do you think lights are for?” Then, in a raspy whisper she says, “Tyrone, stop looking at that woman. Go color a picture for your mama.”

The big eyes and the top of the brown head disappear and a small shadow moves quickly toward the yellow tabletop and out of sight.

Gracie hears women talking. The woman in the blue dress is speaking more quietly. Only mumbles. Words too far from Gracie’s mouth or her ears. Gracie can’t taste them, can’t swallow them, can’t make them out.

Gracie is content that the little room smells like Tide and Downy and hyacinth. The hyacinths are above and behind Gracie’s head.

Fairy houses often have window boxes, one of the voices says. Gracie is relieved to know the voices are with her in this new place.

Perhaps someone will come soon and feed her jelly jewels and pickle gems. Her stomach growls and then she drifts back to sleep. In her dreams she sees only colors, and the colors are dancing.

 

“You are going to go blind working in the dark,” Mattie says as she turns on the overhead light in the kitchen. The sun is going down and there stands Mama Toot working at the countertop. “What do you think lights are for?”

“She still sleeping,” Toot says.

Mattie’s neck is sore from lying bent on that old hard pillow. She fell asleep in the front room again. Seems like all she does is work and sleep and try to stay in her dream. She looks over at Tyrone peeping around the corner into the laundry room.

“Tyrone,” she says with sleep in her voice, “Stop looking at that woman. Go color a picture for your mama.” He obediently goes back to the table and takes up his Crayolas with his long fingers. He is a mixture of cautious wobble and balance that sometimes makes Mattie nervous, like a long-legged baby animal not yet used to his limbs. It is his head and hands that he uses well. He must have a hundred colors in that box of crayons. Sammy and Tyrone are going to Charlottesville for Easter to be with Doristeen, and Tyrone is busy making Easter cards for his mama and Sammy. The boy hardly makes a sound. Mattie wants him to create some disturbance. Little boys aren’t supposed to be that fragile. She doesn’t mean just now, while the woman is sleeping, but in general, he needs to make some noise like little boys do. Instead, he colors and reads and carefully scurries around the house. Even when he talks, it’s more like a peep. Mattie doesn’t know what to do with a boy like that.

“What do you want me to do?” she asks Mama Toot. Mattie has lived with Mama Toot all her grown life. They share the house and all that’s in it. But they do it in shifts. Right now it’s Mama Toot’s kitchen.

“Cut up a piece of that roast in the icebox,” Toot says without looking up. “We can make that woman a fine chopped soup. Put the bone and all in the pot. She needs red-meat strengthening.”

Mattie first stretches out the kink in her back from lying on the living room couch, a couch for sitting and not lying, then she starts doing as she’s told.

“She ain’t moved a bit since you and Sammy got her in the bed and I fed her that little bit a corn mush,” Toot says as she turns half to Mattie, only half because of arthritis in her back. She tries to hide it, but Mattie sees it. “You gon’ feel that in the morning,” Toot says, nodding her head toward Mattie like she’s the one in bad shape. “You gon’ be wishing you hadn’t lifted that woman into the cart all by yourself. I ain’t no invalid. I could’ve helped you.”

Most of Mattie’s life with Mama Toot has been one pot calling the other kettle black.

“You think I should have called the police?” Mattie said. “With her being laid out on Arty’s grave like that?”

“I ain’t saying no more than I already said about that yet. I’m saying you gon’ keep up thinking you a mule and dragging heavy things around, you gon’ end up in the bed like that white woman in the washroom. Laid out and can’t get up. That’s all I’m saying just yet. That, and I don’t see no harm in calling DuRon after we sleep on it a night. DuRon gon’ leave her here with us anyway. What he gon’ do with that woman at the jailhouse?”

“He could send her to the hospital.”

“The hospital won’t take her with no money, no insurance card, no address, and no people. Besides, DuRon know you can take care of her good as some hospital nurse.” Toot hunts the salt shaker. “And she already woke up and ate a little something. She just don’t want to talk. That’s all.”

Toot puts her vegetable pans on the back eyes of the stove and opens a jar of sweet corn and a jar of string beans. Toot knows it’s a sign too. Mattie hears it behind what Toot is saying. That woman lying right there on that grave, so sound asleep that dragging her among those headstones to get her to the cart didn’t even wake her up. Mattie has nursed a lot of people in her time and she knew the stranger wasn’t in a coma. She was sleeping so hard she couldn’t wake up, that’s all. She’s wore herself out walking through all those woods, Mattie supposes. She’s cut up from saw briars and tussled up from tree limbs, those red shoes ruined from wading through the creek. It’s no wonder she can’t help but sleep. And when she’s not asleep, she won’t say the first word. Not one.

“You checked her good and made sure she ain’t sick?” Toot asks Mattie.

“Yes,” Mattie says, pouring the contents of the jars Toot hands her into the small saucepans. Mattie listens for that little sizzle of something cold hitting the hot pan. “I guess she could be in shock,” Mattie says, “but I don’t think so. She could have been there for days. I hadn’t been to the grave since Tuesday. I think she’s just plain wore out.”

Mattie used to go every day, sometimes twice a day. But some days she’d rather think about Arty alive than be reminded he’s dead. Some days she doesn’t feel like he’s in that grave at all. She just waits for him to show himself.

“What’s her signs?” Toot asks while she washes what’s dirty and puts it in the dish drainer, like Mattie doesn’t know Toot hasn’t been in there checking her out while Mattie was napping.

“No fever. Blood pressure, respiration, pulse all normal. She’s just sleeping.”

“She’ll wake up again soon then,” Toot says satisfied.

Toot puts the big pot with the meat and the broth on the front eye. When steam starts rising from it they begin to take out spoonfuls of each solid ingredient and cut each bean, each bite of meat, each kernel of corn into tiny pieces, far too tiny to choke on. Mattie and Mama Toot know this routine. They did it enough for Arty. They fed him little chopped-up pieces of meat in soup broth by the teaspoon full when he got so he couldn’t swallow anything else. He had a cancer in his throat, on his esophagus. Too many Chesterfields and a little too much toddy, the doctor said. Arty was a big ole man, and when Mattie was in his arms, she knew somebody good had hold of her. But when he died he was a few big ole long brown strings held together by almost nothing. If they had held him up to a window they could have seen right through him to what was outside. Mattie has nursed folks for a long time, but it’s not the same when the person is yours. When you have kissed every inch of that sweet velvet skin that in no long time is shrunk and draped over nothing more substantial than a coat hanger, like the limp clothes in your closet. So Mattie and Mama Toot know how to stand there and do their parts. Many’s the time they have stood in quiet, working and praying to help the one thing they most had in common, working and praying to keep him among them.

Arty had the sweetest baritone voice you ever heard, a founding member of the Soul Searchers. They cut a few gospel records with Duke and then Peacock. But Arty didn’t want to travel like they needed to do to sell the records. So the quartet stayed home and just traveled around Virginia and North Carolina on Sundays. Mattie has every record he ever made and she keeps them like new.

He was always where he said he was. Never lied to her. She never really worried about him a day he was living until he said those words. Come here, baby. We got to talk, he said. We got to talk, now. He told her he was sick, and in no time at all he was gone.

She didn’t even worry much about him in Vietnam. He wrote her letters, sweet letters telling her that if she worried about him it would make him worry, too. That would make him think about her when he needed to think about what he was doing. Then my ass’ll get blown away, he wrote. He also wrote to her in those letters, and to Mama Toot in her letters, too, to dwell on the sight of him coming home. To close their eyes and see him walking in and surprising them while they were snapping beans. And don’t you know, that’s just what he did. It happened exactly like they pictured it. Mattie looked up and saw him coming through the yard. When she got so she could breathe, she stood up and put her hands to her mouth, and snapped and unsnapped beans fell out of her lap and went everywhere. The pan she was snapping the beans into made an awful clanging sound when it hit the porch. But you couldn’t hear it because she was hollering and bawling like a baby. “You shaking like somebody plugged you in, girl. Come here and give your husband some sugar.”

She tried picturing him well and strong and his tumor shrinking from the radiation. But it didn’t work that time. God had a different vision for Arty. And His vision is always stronger. That’s the only way Mattie’s mind can take in Arty’s sickness and his dying. Is to think that God wants him more than she does, or Mama Toot.
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