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Even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while.

—Ruth Knickerbocker

If you get off the Pennsylvania Turnpike at the Jack Frost Ski Resort exit, turn left, and travel twenty-two and one quarter miles, you’ll see a sign that reads: Bright's Pond, Home of the World's Largest Blueberry Pie.

While it is true that in 1961 Mabel Sewicky and the Society of Angelic Philanthropy, which did secret charitable acts, baked the biggest blueberry pie ever in Pennsylvania, most folks will tell you that the sign should read: Bright's Pond, Home of Agnes Sparrow.

October 12, 1965. That was the day my sister, Agnes Sparrow, made an incredible decision that changed history in our otherwise sleepy little mountain town and made her sign-worthy.

“I just can’t do it anymore, Griselda. I just can’t.”

That's what Agnes said to me right before she flopped down on our red, velvet sofa. “It ain’t worth it to go outside anymore. It's just too much trouble for you—” she took a deep breath and sighed it out “—and heartache for me.”

Agnes's weight had tipped a half pound over six hundred, and she decided that getting around was too painful and too much of a town spectacle. After all, it generally took two strong men to help me get Agnes from our porch to my truck and then about fifteen minutes to get her as comfy as possible in the back with pillows and blankets. People often gathered to watch like the circus had come to town, including children who snickered and called her names like “pig” or “lard butt.” Some taunted that if Agnes fell into the Grand Canyon she’d get stuck. It was devastating, although when I look back on it, I think the insults bothered me more than they did Agnes.

Her hips, which were wider than a refrigerator, spread out over the sofa leaving only enough room for Arthur, our marmalade cat, to snuggle next to her. “I think I’ll stay right here inside for the remainder of the days God has set aside for me.” She slumped back, closed her eyes, and then took a hard breath. It wiggled like Jell-O through her body. I held my breath for a second, afraid that Agnes's heart had given out since she looked so pale and sweaty.

But it didn’t.

Agnes was always fat and always the subject of ridicule. But I never saw her get angry over it and I only saw her cry once—in church during Holy Communion.

She was fourteen. I was eleven. We always sat together, not because I wanted to sit with her, but because our father made us. He was usually somewhere else in the church fulfilling his elder's responsibilities while our mother helped in the nursery. She always volunteered for nursery duty. I think it was because my mother never really had a deep conviction about Jesus one way or the other. Sitting in the pews made her nervous and she hated the way Pastor Spahr would yell at us about our sins, which, if you asked me, my mother never committed and so she felt unduly criticized.

Getting saddled with “fat Agnes” every Sunday wasn’t easy because it made me as much a target of ridicule as her. Ridicule by proximity. Agnes had to sit on a folding lawn chair in the aisle because she was too big to slip into the pew. And since she blocked the aisle we had to sit in the last row.

Our father served Communion, a duty he took much too seriously. The poor man looked like a walking cadaver in his dark suit, white shirt, and striped tie as he moved stiffly down the aisle passing the trays back and forth with the other serious men. But the look fit him, what with Daddy being the town's only funeral director and owner of the Sparrow Funeral Home where we lived.

On that day, the day Agnes cried, Daddy passed us the tray with his customary deadpan look. I took my piece of cracker and held it in my palm. Agnes took hers and we waited for the signal to eat, supposedly mulling over the joy of our salvation and our absolute unworthiness. Once the entire congregation, which wasn’t large, had been served, Pastor Spahr took an unbroken cracker, held it out toward the congregation, and said, “Take. Eat, for this is my body broken for you.” Then he snapped the cracker. I always winced at that part because it made me think about broken Jesus bones getting passed around on a silver platter.

I swallowed and glanced at Agnes. She was crying as she chewed the cracker—her fat, round face with the tiny mouth chewing and chewing while tears streamed down her heavy, pink cheeks, her eyes squinted shut as though she was trying to swallow a Ping-Pong ball. Even while the elders served the juice, she couldn’t swallow the cracker for the tears. It was such an overwhelmingly sad sight that I couldn’t finish the ritual myself and left my tiny cup of purple juice, full, on the pew. I ran out of the church and crouched behind a large boulder at the edge of the parking lot, jammed my finger down my throat and threw up the cracker I had just swallowed. I swore to Jesus right then and there that I would never let him or anyone hurt my sister again.

Which is probably why I took the whole Agnes Sparrow sign issue to heart. I knew if the town went through with their plan it would bring nothing but embarrassment to Agnes. I imagined multitudes pulling off the turnpike aimed for Jack Frost and winding up in Bright's Pond looking for her. They’d surely think it was her tremendous girth that made her a tourist attraction.

But it wasn’t. It was the miracles.

At least that's what folks called them. All manner of amazements happened when Agnes took to her bed and started praying. It made everyone think Agnes had somehow opened a pipeline to heaven and because of that she deserved a sign— a sign that would only give people the wrong idea.

You see, when my sister prayed, things happened; but Agnes never counted any answer to prayer, yes or no, a miracle. “I just do what I do,” she said, “and then it's up to the Almighty's discretion.”

The so-called Bright's Pond miracles included three healings—an ulcer and two incidents of cancer—four incidents of lost objects being located miles from where they should have been, an occurrence of glass shattering, and one exorcism, although no one called it that because no one really believed Jack Cooper was possessed—simply crazy. Agnes prayed and he stopped running around town all naked and chasing dogs. Pastor Spahr hired him the next day as the church janitor. He did a good job keeping the church clean, except every once in a while someone reported seeing him howling at the moon. When questioned about it, Pastor Spahr said, “Yeah, but the toilets are clean.”

Pastor Rankin Spahr was a solid preacher man. Strong, firm. He never wavered from his beliefs no matter how rotten he made you feel. He retired on August 1, 1968, at the ripe old age of eighty-eight and young Milton Speedwell took his place.

Milton and his wife, Darcy, were fresh from the big city, if you can call Scranton a big city. I suppose he was all of twenty-nine when he came to us. Darcy was a mite younger. She claimed to be twenty-five but if you saw her back then, you’d agree she was barely eighteen.

Milton eventually became enamored with Agnes just like the rest of the town and often sent people to her for prayer and counsel.

But it wasn’t until 1972 when Studebaker Kowalski, the recipient of miracle number two—the cancer healing—that Agnes's notoriety took front seat to practically everything in town. Studebaker had a petition drawn up, citing all the miracles along with a dozen or more miscellaneous wonders that had occurred throughout the years.

“Heck, the Vatican only requires three miracles to make a saint,” he said. “Agnes did seven. Count ’em, seven.”

Just about everyone in town—except Agnes, Milton Speedwell, a cranky old curmudgeon named Eugene Shrapnel, and me—added their signatures to the petition making it the most-signed document ever in Bright's Pond. Studebaker planned to present it to Boris Lender, First Selectman, at the January town meeting.

Town meetings started at around 7:15 once Dot Handy arrived with her steno pad. She took the minutes in shorthand, typed them up at home on her IBM Selectric, punched three holes in the sheet of paper, and secured it in a large blue binder that she kept under lock and key like she was safekeeping the secret formula for Pepsi Cola.

That evening I settled Agnes in for the night and made sure she had her TV remote, prayer book, and pens. You see, Agnes began writing down all of the town's requests when it became so overwhelming she started mixing up the prayers.

“It's all become prayer stew,” she said. “I can’t keep nothing straight. I was praying for Stella Hughes's gallbladder when all the time it was Nate Kincaid's gallbladder I should have asked a favor for.”

Nate ended up with Stella's prize-winning pumpkin and had to have his gallbladder removed anyway. Stella had apparently entered the same contest as Nate and asked Agnes for God's blessing on her pumpkin. Stella forgave Agnes for the oversight, and Nate agreed to share the blue ribbon with her. But, as Agnes said, God blessed her blunder because Nate and Stella got married six months later. They’ve been raising prize-winning pumpkins ever since.

After the pumpkin debacle, Agnes wrote down all the requests in spiral notebooks. She color-coded the names and petitions, reserving black ink for the most severe cases, red for less dire but still serious needs (marriage troubles and minor illnesses like warts and bunions) and blue ink for the folks with smaller troubles like broken fuel pumps and ornery kids—that sort of thing.

“I got to get going now, Agnes,” I told her a few minutes before seven. “The meeting's about to start and I don’t want to be late.”

“Could you fetch me a drink of juice and maybe a couple tuna sandwiches before you go? And how about a couple of those cherry Danishes left over from last Sunday?”

“I’ll be late, Agnes, and you already had your dinner.”

“It won’t take but a minute, Griselda, please.”

I spread tuna salad onto white bread and poured a glass of golden apple juice into a tall tumbler with strawberry vines. I was standing at the kitchen sink rinsing my fingers when I heard rain start—hesitant at first. It was the kind of rain that started with large, heavy drops and only a hint of ice in them but would soon turn to all snow. Most of the time foul weather meant a smaller crowd for town meetings, but with the Agnes Sparrow sign debate on the agenda I doubted the weather could keep folks away.

“I better go,” I said. “I want a seat in front on account of the sign situation.”

“Phooey,” Agnes said. “I told you I don’t want a sign with my name on it. I don’t want the glory.”

“I know.” I took a deep breath and blew it out. “I told you I’d take care of it.”

Agnes took another bite of her sandwich and turned on the TV while I buttoned my coat and slipped into yellow galoshes. I was just about to step outside when Agnes spoke up. Her high voice made her sound like a little girl.

“The Lord just gave me an idea,” she said, swallowing. “Tell that town council of ours that the sign should read, Bright's Pond. Soli Deo Gloria. That's Latin. It means—”

“I know what it means. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

That was when all the trouble started. And I don’t just mean over the silly sign. I thought the town's enthusiasm to advertise Agnes's prayers got something loosed in the heavens and trouble came to Bright's Pond after that—trouble no one could have ever imagined.
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I always enjoyed the short walk to the town hall. The rain had turned to snow by the time I rounded Hector Street and laid a thin, white veneer on the pavement and streets. Dog prints dotted the walkways. Probably Ivy Slocum's mutt. That dog wandered the streets like a hobo begging for handouts and fathered more litters than Bayer had aspirin. I watched the snow come down in the glow of a street lamp, multisized flakes that fell at an angle. They had an otherworldly look and for a second I could have been on any planet watching it snow by the light of the moon. I can’t tell you how many times I wished I could have left Bright's Pond to visit the sights and wonders I knew existed beyond the brown-purple-green mountains I sailed my dreams over every single day. A dog bark brought me back to earth.

Bright's Pond was pretty much your average small town. Most of the businesses were located on Stump Road, including a small drinking establishment called Personal's Pub. It was run by a man named Personal Best—that's right, Personal Best. He was the last of nine children born to Haddie and Zachary Best. Haddie had said, “When that boy popped out I knew I just did my personal best. So that's what we named him.” Down on Hector Street there was a movie theater called The Crown. Movies came late to Bright's Pond, so by the time we got them they had already been and went in the big towns. Cooper P. Stern ran the projector for years and years until he died—died right there, loading the second reel of The Guns of Navarrone. After that anybody who could figure out the machinery ran the movies.

The Bright's Pond Chapel of Faith and Grace, the town hall, and the library were all located on Filbert. I worked at the library even though I never went to college. I taught myself the Dewey Decimal System, which by the way, was not easy. But now you toss the name of any book my way and I can tell you what number it is and on which shelf you’d find it. I spent my days behind the circulation desk or hidden in the stacks replacing borrowed books. It was a good job that kept me busy for the most part. But to be honest, other than the school children and a few regulars, not many folks in town frequented the library. Sad thing. Every September I tried to get a rally of sorts going for books, trying my best to get people eager to read. But it mostly fell on deaf ears, and if I wrote out ten new library cards a year it was a bumper crop.

Anyway, the only business on Filbert Street was The Full Moon Café. Mabel Sewickey's son Zebulon owned it and was the chief cook and bottle washer, as they say. Cora Nebbish, a seventy-two-year-old sprite of a woman with platinum hair and petite features flitted around as waitress and hostess. She did a fine job. She kept all the orders straight and still collected pinches from the good old boys off the turnpike who parked their rigs at the town limit and walked to the café.

Zeb served a heck of a burger, but the menu favorite was the fried baloney sandwich—a half-inch slice of round boloney served on a hamburger bun with any condiment you desired from Tabasco to chili, even applesauce. Most folks ordered the Full Moon pie for dessert—a thick slice of Zeb's homemade lemon meringue pie that resembled a full moon the way it sat in the glass carousel before getting sliced.

Every full moon folks gathered at the café. Zeb served free pie and coffee to the first fifteen folks in line. He always sent a pie to Agnes, ever since she prayed and Zeb's second mortgage on the place went through without a hitch and then he won the state lottery and paid it off in no time.

The town hall was located right next door to the Full Moon, which was convenient for the council members who gathered there at least once a day for coffee.

On my way to the town meeting a brisk, freezing wind swirled around me. I hiked up my collar and hurried to the town hall. I met Ivy on the steps.

“Evening, Griselda. How's Agnes?”

Ivy was a middle-aged widow with long blonde hair and exceptionally large breasts that she tried to keep hidden under oversized sweatshirts. Agnes prayed for a breast reduction for her but no volunteer surgeon ever stepped forward. Ivy never held it against her.

“Lord wanted me to have a big bosom,” Ivy said, but often lamented the fact of never having had babies to suckle. “Seems a waste.”

“Agnes is fine, Ivy. How are you?”

“I’m doing okay, you know, well as can be expected. Tell Agnes I’ll be coming by in a day or so. Got some things to discuss.”

“I’ll be sure to tell her.”

My foot landed on the top step and the thought hit me that just once I’d like someone to ask how I was doing. But it was always Agnes on their minds.

The building was packed to the gills by the time I got there. Studebaker Kowalski was up front. He held tightly to the petition, already in deep conversation with Boris Lender. It might have been my mood, but Studebaker looked like a cheap TV evangelist. He wore a maroon polyester leisure suit with white stitching around the wide lapels, pockets, and seams. His shoes matched his white belt, and I swore I could smell his Brut aftershave across the room. Studebaker and I made eye contact, and he waved the pages at me. I motioned back, feigned a smile, and then turned my attention to Edie Tompkins.

“Well, hello there, Griselda. So this is Agnes's big night.” She pushed her persimmon red lips into a smile. “Uh, no pun intended.”

My eyebrows arched like a gothic cathedral. That woman made my blood boil. Edie was a nosy neighbor. She stood about six feet tall, which meant she towered over me by half a foot. She wore her frizzy hair piled on top of her square head, adding nine inches to her tallness, and was partial to flowered dresses straight out of 1953. Edie was married to Bill Tompkins, the automobile mechanic and member of the council as president of the commerce association. Bill was a good egg and, I was hoping, the one member who would understand Agnes's situation.

I hung my coat on the last available hook and made my way through the crowd gathered around the refreshment table laden with all types of snacky finger food. Town meetings, and just about every occasion in Bright's Pond, called for refreshments. I think it might have been in the charter. Ivy plopped down a plate of brownies, but I managed to snag the last piece of Bill Tompkins's fudge. He was not only an excellent mechanic but made the best fudge in the universe, a recipe I understood required him to stir for hours. Every two years his extended family gathered at Bright's Pond for their “Family Fudge-Off.” They tried to out-fudge one another and unseat Bill as king, but he won every year. Boris and Studebaker judged the contest.

Edie offered me a cup of coffee to which I added a tablespoon or so of half and half. The coffee was another reason to attend town meetings. There was just something about it percolating in that big, silver urn that gave it a special taste that not only warmed your hands on a cold night but also warmed a spot in your soul.

“Here you go, Griselda,” Janeen Sturgis said. She handed me a paper plate stacked with treats and covered with two or three paper napkins. “For Agnes. I sure hope the sign is approved. I’d be so proud to be from her town.” Her eyes lit up when she smiled. “We’re all so proud.”

I took a deep breath. “Thank you, Janeen.” I put the plate on the table and made a mental note to pick it up on my way out. Agnes loved Bill's fudge and Cora Nebbish's lemon squares, although I hated bringing her plates of treats like they were some kind of offering. Janeen tilted her head and looked at me the way a dog does when he can’t understand what you’re saying. I guess she expected me to get all excited about the stupid sign.

What really scared me though was what her husband said next. “Yeah, maybe we’ll rename the town. You know, call it Agnesville.” He chuckled. But I knew he was serious.

Janeen slipped her arm in his. “That's wonderful, dear, Agnesville.” She chortled.

I would have shushed them, but they had taken their seats and I supposed it was too late to make a difference. The idea of Agnesville had just been released to the universe. I watched it escape out the door as Eugene Shrapnel walked in.

Eugene was as mean-spirited and dyspeptic as they come, always complaining and shouting about one thing or other. He was a little more manageable when Edith, his poor, skinny wife, was alive. Eugene hated Agnes—called her a sorceress and thought she was “in league with the devil.” He stood maybe five-feet, eight-inches tall and walked hunched over: claimed he took mortar fire in the back at the Battle of the Bulge. I think he withered from his own nastiness.

Eugene wore dark clothes, suits mostly, and a weird little felt hat with a feather stuck in the band. His raspy voice seemed to come from some tight, tiny spot in his throat. But his worst feature and the one that garnered the most attention was his nose, a bulbous, lumpy thing that resembled a chunk of cauliflower with bright red and purple veins running through it. Most folks accepted the fact that it was impossible to talk to Eugene without staring at his nose. To top it off he smelled like wet wool and Lysol.

“Good evening, Miss Sparrow.”

“Hello, Eugene.”

“I hope you aren’t thinking that this … this sign disgrace will actually come to pass.”

I popped a lemon square into my mouth and chewed, staring at his nose without saying a word.

Eugene harrumphed his way to a seat—the last one, in the last row, closest to the exit. Fortunately, I found a seat up front. Unfortunately, it was directly behind Studebaker. He turned around, sending a waft of cologne around the room. I sneezed.

“Bless you,” he said. “You still have time to sign it.” He shoved the petition under my nose.

“I already told you. Agnes doesn’t want a sign.”

“She's just being humble, that's all. Once she sees her name in giant block letters, she’ll be glad we did it.”

I shook my head. “No, she wouldn’t, Stu.”

He ignored my comment and said, “I’m gonna ask the council to commission Filby Pruett to make a statue.”

My heart raced. “Please, Stu, you can’t be serious. A statue? Of Agnes? Fat Agnes?”

Boris banged his gavel. “Let's come to order,” he shouted. “Order.” He said it five times before the crowd finally quieted down.

Boris was a lawyer and a pretty fair man. No one ever complained about him or the way he ran the town meetings. He managed to get a few people out of scrapes with the law including the Tompkins's boy Nelson, who was arrested for driving through a cornfield while intoxicated. Farmer Higgins claimed he lost about three thousand bucks, but when the damage was assessed it tuned out to be more like three hundred. Nelson slopped the farmer's pigs for a month to make up for the loss.

Boris wore gray suits with red ties and had a penchant for cheap cigars. His teeth had turned a most disagreeable shade of yellow from the habit, and when he smiled they looked like rows of rotting corn niblets.

Dot Handy had her pad and pencil fired up with two extras perched behind each ear and one stuck in her hair bun. She nodded to Boris, and the meeting began. After the Pledge of Allegiance and the approval of the previous month's minutes Boris called for new business. I could see Studebaker was primed to present his petition. His legs twitched like a schoolboy's. But before that there were a few other issues to discuss, including the need for a new stop sign at the corner of Ninth and Hector. The hiring of a crossing guard to replace the retiring Sam Gaston was approved. Dot Handy took the job.

“I’ll take good care of your children,” she said and sat down.

The chair reluctantly recognized Eugene Shrapnel, who tapped his cane on the floor.

“You got to do somethin’ about that mangy beast that's been tramping around town going on four years now,” he whined.

He was talking about Ivy's pooch. He made the same speech every meeting.

“That hideous hound keeps doing his smelly business in my rose garden.”

Boris shook his head. “We told you, Eugene, put a fence around your roses.” He turned his attention to Ivy. “And you keep that dog on a leash.”

“A leash?” Ivy took a breath. “I just couldn’t.”

“Then you got to fence him,” said Bill Tompkins from the committee. “It's the only way. You can’t let him loose all the time, Ivy.”

Boris banged his gavel. “I could get a court order, Ivy. Just save us all the trouble and keep your dog off the streets.”

“I’ll poison that stinking mutt,” Eugene said.

Ivy choked on her cider. “Do and I’ll poison you, you bloated old windbag.”

Boris brought the meeting to order before it went any further awry.

“Go see the police chief, Eugene. Get an order for the fence.”

The chief of police was new to Bright's Pond that year. She might have been all of twenty-five years old. Her name was Mildred Blessing, and for most of the men in town she was exactly that. Even in uniform it was easy to see that Mildred had truly been blessed in a Jane Russell sort of way—beauty, breasts, feminine brawn. She was one of my regulars at the library, checking out hard-boiled detective stories and psychological thrillers. Mildred hoped for a real crime in Bright's Pond, but the most she got was dog poop and drunken teenagers.

An hour later we finally got to the real reason there was a record turnout for the meeting on such a snowy night. Studebaker Kowalski stood up.

“Mr. Chairman, members of the council, distinguished people of Bright's Pond.” Stu turned around and nodded to the crowd. “I move that a vote be taken to have our town sign changed to read: Welcome to Bright's Pond, Home of Agnes Sparrow.”

Spontaneous applause broke out and Boris pounded his gavel several times to bring the meeting back to order.

“Okay, okay, calm down. Now, I know we’re all proud of our Agnes Sparrow but I am obliged to ask if any one would like to present an argument.”

I swear I felt every single eyeball in the building lock on to me. My heart raced. I was never very good at public speaking. My hands went sweaty, and a chill wiggled down my back. But I shook it off and raised my hand.

Boris pointed his gavel at me. “The chair recognizes Griselda Sparrow.”

“My sister doesn’t want a sign with her name or her picture on it, so I move we table this petition. And she most certainly does not want a statue.”

I couldn’t believe the ruckus that broke out. I thought for sure an avalanche started rolling down Jack Frost it was so loud. Boris let the shouting go on for a few minutes during which time I heard more than a few people tell me that I was being selfish, that Agnes was famous and deserved the sign.

“Why, she's done more good than anyone for this town,” Janeen Sturgis said. “Without her prayers Frank and I would have … well we wouldn’t be together, I’ll tell you that.”

“That's right,” Studebaker shouted. “I’d be dead by now.” He turned to me. “Dead.”

“Abomination,” Eugene shouted. “This is an evil generation. They seek a sign; and there shall be no sign given it, but the sign of Jonah, the prophet.”

“But Agnes doesn’t want the sign,” I said as loudly as I could over the din.

“Abomination,” Eugene said.

Ivy Slocum shimmied to her feet. “Oh, hush up, you miserable, old man.”

“You’ll see,” Eugene said. “You’ll all see her for what she really is. One day … one day the sky will fall, mark my words.”

Boris pounded his gavel. “That's enough, Eugene. You said your piece; now sit down and be quiet.”

Eugene pointed his cane toward the door and left the hall.

“I move for a vote,” Stu shouted.

Boris banged his hammer one more time.

“You can’t call for a vote, Studebaker. Now sit down and be patient.”

I raised my hand.

“You got something else to say, Griselda?” Bill Tompkins asked.

“Yes.” I managed a smile even though I knew nothing short of the Rapture would change their minds. “Agnes said she isn’t against you changing the sign but she wants it to say Bright's Pond, Soli Deo Gloria.”

A hush, peppered with several words of amusement or confusion, fell over the crowd like a heavy, wet blanket.

“What in jumpin’ blue heck does that mean?” someone shouted.

“Sounds like some witch's spell,” said another.

“Witches? We don’t want no witches in our town.”

“Maybe Eugene is right,” shouted another, “if she's talkin’ in spells, maybe it's a curse.”

“It means,” I said as loudly as I could, “to God alone the glory.”

“I don’t get it,” Studebaker said.

“You saying we don’t believe in God?” shouted Frank Sturgis, Janeen's husband.

“Of course not,” I said. “Agnes doesn’t want the glory. It isn’t hers to have.”

Another three minutes of ruckus broke out as folks spewed nonsense about me not thinking they believed in God and bringing witchcraft to Bright's Pond. The whole thing gave me a headache. Feeling outnumbered I sat down.

Bill Tompkins asked to address the council.

“Maybe we should honor Agnes's wishes,” he said looking directly at me.

“Witches?” said Jasper York who was hard of hearing but would never admit to it. “What's with all the witches?”

“Wishes, Jasper,” I said leaning into him. “Agnes's wishes.”

Jasper rested on his three-footed walking cane. “Oh, in that case, I guess it's all right with me.”

But Bill's endorsement of Agnes's desires did little good as I only heard a few voices ring out in agreement with us.

Finally, after Boris regained control, I again urged we table the petition, but a vote was taken in spite of my protest.
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Agnes and I still lived at the Sparrow Funeral Home. Our parents died in a train wreck when I was seventeen and Agnes had just turned twenty-one. A few days after the funeral, while we were staying with our Aunt Lidy, Boris Lender, Pastor Spahr, and some of the others helped sell off our father's mortuary equipment and dispose of what they could. The women in town did their best to take the funeral parlor look out of our home by recovering chairs and replacing drapes. But, no matter, it still looked like a funeral home and smelled like it at times, especially during high humidity when odors from the embalming room seeped through the floorboards.

It was a large Queen Anne Victorian built in 1891, which meant we had miles of coursers and gingerbread, two turrets, and a wide wraparound porch with three hundred and fifty-one spindles. I counted them when I was seven. The entryway was two wide, dark green doors that opened out to accommodate a coffin. On hot summer days, guests arriving for a viewing would often sit on the porch, where my mother served sweet iced tea and cookies while they discussed the deceased and waited their turn to pay their respects. There wasn’t any air-conditioning or even a fan inside. My father said a fan oscillating in the corner would have been undignified and could have mussed ladies’ hair.

A bronze sparrow perched on a twig with one leaf served as our doorbell. You turned it and chimes sounded all over the house. We always stopped what we were doing, whether it was mid-stride on the steps or buttoning a shirt, because the chime generally meant there had been a death in town. Now the chime most likely meant that someone with a prayer need had come looking for Agnes.

I stood at the door, shivering against the frosty air and touching the cold little sparrow. I wondered how to tell Agnes about the meeting.

She was still wide-awake when I went inside. I stamped the snow that had been falling all night off my boots and hung my coat on the rack. I shivered. Agnes had managed to change into a sleeveless baby blue nightgown while I was gone. The cold never seemed to bother her as much as me. She claimed it was because she had so much insulation.

“It's cold in here,” I said. I nudged the thermostat past seventy.

Arthur greeted me and wrapped his body around my legs with a loud purr. I reached down and picked him up. He was a former stray that used to come by the library. I started feeding him there, but one day decided to take him home.

“I prayed for the meeting,” Agnes said from her bed. We had moved her bed to the first floor, the old viewing room, because Agnes could no longer climb stairs. She was in a good spot, able to look out a large window and watch the comings and goings of Bright's Pond. We still called it the viewing room.

She not only prayed for the people who made a point to come by and ask for Agnes to deliver their requests to the Almighty but also for anyone who walked past the house. Most of the time she knew the folks who went up and down our block, but every so often a stranger would wander by, usually a visitor from out of town. She prayed for him or her too.

“Did you tell them?” she called.

I dropped Arthur and sat on the sofa.

“Yes, I told them, but they passed the petition anyway.”

“How could they? I don’t want a sign with my name on it. It ain’t right, Griselda. They don’t know what they’re doing.” I saw a shudder rattle through her body. She took a labored breath as her cheeks turned red. “I told you to keep them from letting this happen.” Agnes reached for her jar of M&M's.

“A few people were in agreement with me and you, but we were outnumbered, if you can count Eugene as people.”

“So, I got no say.” She popped a few of the bright candies into her mouth.

I yawned and rubbed my right eye. “They mean well, Agnes. Most of them think you’re just being humble and once you see the sign—”

“No. You don’t understand.” She took a deep, rattly breath.

“Understand? Understand what?”

Agnes popped more M&Ms. “Look. It's just that, well, it’ll attract attention, Griselda.”

“It sure will. Folks will be coming here looking for you and asking for all sorts of miracles, you know.”

A vision of pilgrims lined up outside—some in wheelchairs, some on crutches, and some carrying children in their arms—flashed in front of me. For a second I saw our yard blanketed in burning candles, flowers, and other gifts for Fat Saint Agnes.

“That's the ticket,” I said. I threw my arms around my sister, “They never thought about the crowds that will come, crowds with all manner of illnesses and broken bones and troubles we can’t even think of making their way to see you. I should have told them that. I should—”

“Oh, Griselda. Do you think that’ll do it?”

“I bet it will. Why would they want all those people clogging up the town?”

“You go see Boris Lender first thing tomorrow.” Agnes's face and neck turned bright red, revealing tiny, white blotches on her skin. “Tell him what you said. I am certainly not a holy icon.” Then she closed her eyes. “Far from it.”

I thought a moment and caught myself biting my lower lip. “If it doesn’t, you could always stop praying.”

Agnes glared at me with her tiny eyes—the only part of her that didn’t grow larger as her body did. They were like two tiny, blue bulbs set in a round, pink face.

“Stop praying?” She used her littlest, little-girl voice. “I could never do that. The people … what about the people? I have to pray, Griselda.”

I hated to see Agnes so upset. She rarely let her emotions get the best of her, but when she did I would kiss her cheek and smile into her eyes and let her know I would be with her, no matter what.

I kissed her cheek. Agnes had a smell about her. For the most part, I had grown used to it. The only way I can describe it is that it reminded me of old marinara sauce. Tiredness had settled into my muscles even though it was only a little past nine-thirty. She grabbed my hand.

“I’ll keep praying for every soul the Lord puts on my heart or walks past my window and I’ll keep praying they forget about that silly old sign.” She labored a breath. “It's all about timing, Griselda. The fullness of time.”

Agnes's words swirled in my over-tired brain. God's timing always seemed out of sync with my own.

“Think I’ll make a cup of tea. Get you one, Agnes?”

“Sounds good.” Arthur curled up on Agnes's huge belly like it was a comfy bed.

I started into the kitchen when I remembered. “Shoot.” I turned around. “Your lemon squares. I forgot your lemon squares and fudge. I had a plate of treats for you, and I left them there.”

“Oh, gee, I was looking forward to Cora's lemon squares. But bring me something, maybe that peach pie. I still have some fudge from Frank's last visit.”

Agnes and I ate peach pie and drank tea while we watched the rest of Ironside and half of The Dean Martin Show. Then I hauled the trash cans out to the curb and went to bed.

 

Morning came—chilly and silent. I looked out my bedroom window. The snow that had started falling the evening before had continued all night, leaving at least seven inches on the ground. Bright's Pond was Christmas-card pretty in her snowy best, particularly while it was untouched. The snow drifted in the night and piled mounds of it against the backyard shed and clumped it around the wrought-iron lawn furniture and tree trunks. There was something pure and sacred about snow that had been blown about by a cold wind.

We had a large yard that reached all the way back to Bright's Pond. My father enjoyed fishing there whenever he could. Sometimes he would catch a trout as long as his arm or a heavy striped bass that my mother would fry over an open fire outside, but mostly he snagged carp and tossed them back in.

I loved to watch him fish. He had a small, green boat that he paddled out to the middle of the water where he would cast his line and wait, demonstrating more patience for the fish than he ever did for me or Agnes or even our mother. Some of my best memories of my father are fishing memories—collecting gargantuan night crawlers with him after a rain, watching as he untangled hooks from his net and tied tiny shots of lead onto his line. Fishing was all the Holy Communion my father ever needed, although he always took the sacrament the first Sunday of every month; but fishing, fishing was when he felt closest to God.

He used to say that preparing a body for burial was religious, but he could always hear God's voice a little clearer, a little louder, on the pond.

I breathed deeply and closed my eyes for a second and sailed a silent, shaky prayer that God would grant us a good day and that the sign situation would get resolved. I prayed that Boris would understand, even though I knew Agnes had probably already prayed. The odd thing about living with an apparent miracle worker was the way it diminished my own prayers.

Agnes was eager to get to the bathroom. Our father had a powder room for funeral guests installed off the back of the viewing room. It has since gone through some major reconstruction, including the addition of wide pocket doors and a reinforced toilet and toilet seat. Most of the time Agnes could make the short trip on her own, but in the mornings she often complained of feeling stiffer than an ironing board and she got winded easily.

“Hurry, Griselda,” she said. “I got to go something fierce. Been holding it in for over an hour.”

“You should have called me.”

“I didn’t want to disturb you.”

I helped Agnes off her bed and twisted some of the material of her nightgown into a handle and led Agnes to the bathroom. Then I waited and counted to eighty-seven after I heard the toilet flush because that's how long it took Agnes to adjust herself.

“How ’bout if you take me to the couch this morning?” she asked. “I need to get off that mattress.”

“For a bit. I still need to open the library even though the weather will probably keep folks away until past noon. So I’ll need to get you back in bed before I leave.”

“The plows came down an hour ago. Woke me up with all that scraping and grinding.”

“I think I’ll walk today. Don’t feel much like digging out the truck. Sun's supposed to come out and warm it up a little … melt some of it.”

“Coffee sounds good,” Agnes said. She dug herself into the sofa.

“I’ll put a pot on and fix us some oatmeal.”

“And a Danish. I love those cherry buns.”

A few minutes later the smell of brewing coffee filled the house. That morning it reminded me of our mother. She always had coffee on, all day long, just in case.

“You never know when someone will come by in need of Daddy's services,” she used to say. “Quite often they appreciate a cup of coffee, especially if they’re coming from a long night at Greenbrier.”

Greenbrier was the nursing home not far from Bright's Pond. I often thought that one day Agnes would end up as a patient there when her breathing became too difficult and she needed constant oxygen, or when her heart would start to wear itself out. Doctor Flaherty said the day was coming. He did his best a few years ago to find a way for Agnes to lose all that weight, but nothing helped. No diet or exercise routine seemed to put a dent in the situation. I think Agnes liked her fatness, in spite of the pain it caused her.

I stirred the oatmeal, and then I fed Arthur. He mewled a few times and circled my ankles in appreciation. He sauntered to the back door, arched his back, yawned, and telepathically ordered me to open the back door.

“Not today, old man. The snow's deeper than you. You’ll just have to stay inside.”

Agnes and I ate our breakfast as we always did, watching the morning news and jabbering about the day.

“Ivy Slocum said she’d be coming by,” I said.

“Her bursitis must be acting up.”

“And I’ll go see Boris around lunch time. Figure he’ll be at the Full Moon then.”

“I hope they stop this silliness. Can’t I get a lawyer or something?”

“Boris is the best lawyer in town.”

“Maybe we can make them wait until I’m dead and buried.”

“I’m sure Boris knows all the legal ins and outs. Let's try the other thing first, you know, about the crowds?”

“Been thinking about that. Those men will probably just say it's good for business. Put Bright's Pond on the map, or some such nonsense.”

I felt the wind blow right out of my sails. I hadn’t thought of that. I saw dollar signs light up above their mostly bald heads.

“Well, it isn’t right,” I said. “If a woman doesn’t want a sign, she shouldn’t be forced to have a sign—no matter how much revenue it brings in.”

Agnes kept eating her oatmeal that I had topped with brown sugar and raisins. I poured her a second cup of coffee to which she added cream. The skin that hung from her arms looked like freshly risen bread dough. It jiggled as she stirred, the spoon nearly lost in her fat hand. She tapped the side of the cup and took a breath. I could hear the wheeze in her chest clear over from where I sat across from her.

“Maybe I should get the doc to take a listen,” I said.

“I’m fine. Nothing he can or will do.”

“Don’t let me leave without making sure you have a full inhaler.”

“Worrywart.”

“I’m not a worrywart, but someone has to look after you, Agnes.”

“I got the good Lord looking after me.”

I helped Agnes get settled in bed.

“Don’t forget to open the curtains, Griselda. And would you hand me my notebook and pens?”

It was the same routine every morning. “I know, Agnes.”

“Don’t get snippy, Griselda. I was just asking.”

“I’m not getting snippy. But do you really think I would forget to open the curtains and get you your notebook? Only been doing it every morning for how many years now?”

“There was that one time,” she whined. “I sat here in the dark all day.”

“You could have turned on a lamp.”

I handed her a green spiral notebook. “Add anyone new, or still praying for the same people?”

“I pray for them all, Griselda. You know that. Some prayers just take a little longer asking time. I don’t give up on noooooobody.” She pulled the word “no” like it was a piece of gum and somehow that made her commitment to the people all the more ironclad.

“But Agnes—”

“No buts, Griselda. I have my work to do. The Lord's work. The work he gave me.”

Agnes traced a cross with her fat, sausage index finger over the book's cover. “All these folks in here depend on me.”

I pulled the cord and opened the heavy green drapes that had been hanging in our window for more than a decade. They had faded at the top and looked something like the bad side of a watermelon. The sky was the color of an aluminum pot with a copper bottom as the sun rose. High, stringy clouds made their way across the eastern sky like pieces of torn lace caught on the wind.

“Look at all that snow,” I said. “Must be seven inches out there.”

Agnes handed me her breakfast tray. “Six inches. I heard the weather repor—”

She tried to adjust her legs, and I saw the pain shoot from her toes to her eyes. I had gotten used to Agnes's pained expressions but could do precious little to alleviate the cause. Most of the time all I did was stand by and watch until she was able to arrange her massive body into a configuration that resembled comfortable—an ordeal that often left her breathless and reaching for her oxygen mask.

“Help me.” She patted her left leg. “See if you can get this leg to bend.”

I pushed up on her shin and heard her knee crack like it always did.

“Now, scratch behind there just a bit, will you, Griselda?”

My fingers sank into the thick folds of skin. I winced as a wave of nausea rippled through my body when I felt her sweat. “I got to go, Agnes.” I wiped my fingers on my jeans.

“Don’t go saying I shouldn’t be praying.” She smiled at her rhyme. “You just remember who it was that prayed for Studebaker Kowalski and Jack Cooper and they got healed. Griselda, you remember that?”

“Yes, Agnes, I remember. You prayed and Jack stopped running around town all naked and chasing dogs. Your prayers made him sane.”

I grabbed my boots and sat on the sofa. “You might not have any visitations this morning. Folks will probably wait until after it melts a little.”

“That's fine, Griselda. I got plenty in my books to—” She stopped talking.

“What is it?” I asked. “You okay?”

“Who is that?”

“Who?”

“Outside, rooting around in our trash cans.”

I looked out the window and saw a strange man I had never seen in town. He was wearing a heavy, dark-blue pea coat and a woolen cap over his ears.

“Never saw him before. Must be some drifter.” I pushed my glasses up on my nose.

“Don’t get many of them.” Agnes craned her neck to get a better look. “He looks sad.”

How she could tell that I didn’t know. “Well, if that sign goes up and word gets out about you, there’ll be plenty of drifters.”

“I’ll pray for him.”

“Suit yourself. Now I really got to get going and open the library.”

I pulled on a boot and felt my foot sink into something soft and squishy.

“Mouse.” I sighed. “Arthur left me another gift.”

“He loves you.”

I pulled it out by the tail. Arthur's gifts have included mice, moles, birds, and one time a pheasant's claw. I kept it on the mantle.

I buttoned my coat and wrapped a long yellow and green scarf I knitted myself around my neck and pulled a red cap onto my head and headed out. The stranger was still standing near our cans. He flicked a cigarette butt into the street.

“Hi,” he said as I walked closer.

All of my instincts said to ignore him. “Hello.” I ignored the instincts instead.

“Can you spare a quarter for a cup of Joe?”

I reached into my pocket and happened to find a few coins.

“There's a café on Filbert.”

“Much obliged.” He looked at me through tired, yet piercing eyes. “I was looking for Agnes Sparrow. Do you know her?”
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Now you might think I’m going to say something like I thought I got hit by a Mack truck when he mentioned Agnes, but I didn’t. As far as I can recollect, it's a bit of a blur. I stood there for a good ten or eleven seconds staring at him like he had just sprouted petunias out the top of his head. It didn’t immediately register that this stranger could have known my sister.

I had to think fast and, in the time it takes to blink, I filtered through all the permutations of possible answers. My first thought was to lie and say no and then hurry away. But that wouldn’t have made him go away. Surely someone in town would tell him.

“Agnes? How do you know Agnes?”

The stranger replaced the lid on my trash can. “I heard she performs miracles.” He said it like he was talking about any old subject.

My heart raced, and I smashed my glasses into the bridge of my nose, as was my habit when I felt uncomfortable. My sister's reputation was spreading.

“How did you hear about Agnes? You’re not from Bright's Pond, are you?”

He shoved his bare hands under his armpits. “No. I … I heard some folks talking down at the Piggy Wiggly Market, you know the big one in Shoops.” He tried to suppress a shiver. If looks meant anything, he didn’t look all that sinister. He was tall with what I thought must be either extremely short hair or a bald head. I couldn’t see a stray strand sneaking out of his cap anywhere. He had a long, ski-slope nose and a strong chin with two or three days worth of stubble.

My curiosity heightened. Agnes's renown had spread beyond the borders of Bright's Pond. “Yeah, I know the one.”

“Well, anyway—” the stranger pulled another cigarette butt from his coat pocket “—got a match?”

“No.”

He smiled like maybe he didn’t believe me. “No bother. I’ll save it for later.”

My patience had run out. “Look, I need to get to work.”

“Please. I need to see her.”

“Agnes isn’t taking visitors today. Maybe you should head into Shoop's Borough. I think they have a Salvation Army there. You can get a bed and a meal.”

He smirked and spit tobacco-stained spit on the white snow. “That's where I come from. Terrible place. Roaches as big as my index finger.” He raised one finger and wiggled it slightly. “Rather wander the streets than go back.”

“Suit yourself.” I stepped onto the plowed street.

“Wait a second … please.” He took a few steps toward me. “I really need to see her.”

I turned around and waved. “Sorry, I can’t help you.”

“But ain’t this the old Sparrow Funeral Home?”

I stopped. My heart leapt into my throat, and I took a few steps back toward him.

“How would you know that?”

He found a match in another pocket and lit his cigarette by striking the tip with his thumbnail. He blew the gray smoke past my head.

“I heard the folks at the market, remember? One of them said he thought it was weird that Agnes still lived at the funeral home, and you got to admit, this house sure looks like it's had more than a few bodies lying around. Creepy old place.”

I had lost the battle. “Okay, listen. Just leave my sister alone this morning. You can come back tonight—after supper. I’ll see if she’ll talk to you then. Agnes isn’t a sideshow freak for people to gawk at, and she isn’t a vending machine handing out miracles to every drifter who happens by.”

“I got nothing but respect for her, Ma’am. Nothing but respect if the stories I heard are true. It's just that I’m in need of some powerful prayers—powerful prayers.” He started to bounce up and down to shake off the cold. “When I heard those men talking about her I knew I had to see her. I knew that God Almighty put me in that market at that time and He sent me to find her, to find your sister, to claim my miracle.”

I took a breath for him, sighed it out, and watched it turn to smoke and blow away. The very thing I was fighting had already begun.

“Come back tonight. After six.”

“Thank you, Ma’am. Thank you very much. I’ll just go on down to that diner you mentioned and get me a cup of hot coffee. A man could use a cup of hot coffee after walking so far.”

“Fine. It's about three blocks that way.” I pointed toward the town hall. “You can’t miss it. There's a big full moon hanging over it.”

I crossed the street but kept turning to make sure he didn’t head for the house. Agnes would let him in for sure. She never turned anyone away.

That morning my walk to the library was tinged with worry. I didn’t like the notion of people coming from out of town to see Agnes.

I loved the library. I always did, ever since I learned to read. My mother would take me every Saturday to pick out a new book. I fell in love with stories like other kids fell for sports or ballet. I could get lost inside a story and dream and consider the possibilities.

The building itself was unique for a library—a converted old Victorian, older than the funeral home, with miles of gingerbread, arches, and porches that created interesting spaces for reading and dreaming. In 1952 the owner of the house, Thomas Quincy Adams, donated it to the town. Many of the books belonged to him, including a first-edition collection of the poems of Emily Dickinson that I kept under glass.

During the winter months and well into the first couple of weeks of spring I left a snow shovel outside the library doors. If it accumulated more than six or seven inches, I could usually count on one of the boys in town to shovel the walk and steps for me. But not that morning. I had to clear a path myself.

Once inside I went about my usual morning routine, turning on lights, raising the thermostat, checking in books returned the previous day, and answering mail. I kept a coffee pot in the kitchen and always had a pot percolating throughout the day.

By noon I had completed all my tasks. Not a single patron stopped by, so I decided to head on over to the Full Moon and see if I could catch up with Boris. He always had lunch there along with Studebaker, and I was chomping at the notion to quell the whole sign issue that morning if I could.

I hung a little cross-stitched “closed for lunch” sign on the door just as Officer Blessing stepped out from behind a large rhododendron.

“Anything the matter, Mildred?” I asked, more out of politeness than interest. I had learned a long time ago that it was best to keep to myself and not ask too many questions.

“That mangy perpetrator is on the lam. I saw him heading this way.”

Once I connected the dots I understood that Mildred was talking about Ivy's dog.

“You’ll never catch him.” I laughed.

She didn’t appreciate the chuckle. “I have a warrant for his arrest if you see him.”

“You’d be better off staking out Ivy's house. He goes home eventually.”

“Thanks.”

I started down the path and turned around. “Oh, by the way, Mildred, a new Raymond Chandler came in this morning.”

“I’ll be sure to check it out,” Mildred said, still poking around some suspicious-looking shrubbery.

 

Of all the places in Bright's Pond the one I loved the best, besides the library, was The Full Moon Café. The original structure was built in 1938 and resembled a stainless steel railway dining car. I remember the grand opening like it was yesterday. Agnes was eight and I was only five, but I know I spent most of the evening perched on my daddy's shoulders while a Dixieland band played and Pastor Spahr prayed a blessing.

It's gone through lots of changes, including the name. For most of its life it was known as the Bright's Pond Diner. But when Zeb Sewickey purchased it in 1969 he changed it to The Full Moon Café and hung a large neon moon over the roof. Folks came out for that too. It was quite a production with a crane and three men guiding the moon into position. Edie Tomkins's mother, Idabelle, took it upon herself to treat us with her rendition of Fly Me to the Moon as the men bolted it into place. Zeb's moon swayed a little in the high winds that day, but the installation went well, and people clapped once the last bolt was in place. Pastor Speedwell never came out to pray a blessing over the name change, and Zeb always felt slighted. But he never said anything to anyone but me.

The inside was pretty much what you’d expect, with a long counter and vinyl upholstered stools that turn all the way around like an amusement ride. I used to think they were bolted to the floor to keep folks from walking off with one, but my mother said it had more to do with safety and stability. Agnes could never understand why anyone would want to spin while they ate.

Booths upholstered with the same blood-red vinyl sat in a row across from the counter, and large round lights illuminated the place. But I have to admit that what I liked the most was the aroma that wafted around the room on currents of warm diner air. I guess there isn’t anything like the bouquet of grilled hamburgers, baloney, and coffee mixed with occasional cigarette smoke and perfume. The café had a smell all its own, and I often wished I could bottle it and bring it home to Agnes. She missed so much. I couldn’t have stood being imprisoned like her in my own home. But Agnes managed to take it all in stride and never complained or let on that she would like to step out into the sunshine or the snow. Truth is, I doubt Agnes could even have gotten through the door of the Full Moon anymore, and I know the tables would never have accommodated her.
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