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To Ben and Nick and to my parents.






PROLOGUE


In the end, they still have the driving, her scar-shortened leg tucked under her bottom, his stocking feet caressing the pedals, the warm, moist air, like a swift current of dry water, rushing into the car. The cordoba gray V-8 remains a decent machine; the paint is dusty, but they haven’t wrecked any essential parts yet. Its big engine luxuriates in the gas he feeds it. Tires entrenched in well-worn ruts, the car whips around the bends, causing her stomach to rise and fall with the hills. Dallas is comfortingly within reach, but this piney pocket of northwestern Louisiana is softer, sweeter smelling, more often dappled with lacy shade, than any place she’s been in Texas.

They’ve bought bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwiches and two bottles of Orange Crush for breakfast at the café in Gibsland. She struggles to unwrap a sandwich and keep an open bottle of soda pop upright with the Remington in her lap and the Colt strapped around her good leg, but he won’t let her transfer the guns to the floor, even for half an hour. He doesn’t trust this place, with its narrow, rutted, curving roads, the way he does the squared-off farm roads of the middle states, where he can push the accelerator to the floor and leave any of the law’s four-cylinder machines far behind.

She, however, feels safe enough—the thick trees hide them from view and, if they’re spotted, plenty of crossroads offer getaways. She’s wearing a pair of spectacles, round with wire frames, that she found in the Ford’s glove compartment and that happen to have just the right prescription to correct her nearsightedness. The sharpened, brightened view they afford is still new enough to amaze and delight her, and she is enjoying the illusion that she can see distinctly what lies ahead.






PART 1






CHAPTER 1


“Ashes, ashes, we all fall down!”

“You fall! You fall!” The children, reverential even as they commanded, lifted their eyes and their arms, plumped with sweaters against the chill spring twilight, to the woman who stood over them.

Although she was tiny—not even five feet tall and slight as a finch—she was twenty-one years old, and she might have dipped like a lady and sat on her heels to save her skirt or merely laughed and clapped her hands (that’s what the children’s stout mother generally did). Miss Bonnie, however, had a penchant for the dramatic. Throwing her head back and her hands in the air, she crumpled to the ground and lay as if dead.

“Agin! Agin!” One of the little boys drummed his feet.

Indulgent, she pushed herself up and gathered two grubby hands in her slender fingers.

But the back door opened, and the children’s mother stood in it, unknotting her apron strings. “It’s time.” Her east Texas accent stretched and softened the terse statement, but she was a confident, orderly person, and her tone, while not unkind, was firm.

All four tousled figures obeyed, although the young woman was obviously reluctant, hanging her blond head and not hurrying, as she resettled her loose dress, a slinky thing some of her friends had brought her, and the plaid jacket that drooped over it. The mother had lent that out of her own closet.

“Go on and find yer daddy. He’ll give y’all some milk.” The mother bent to give the last of her children a playful tap on the bottom as he disappeared into the house. She folded her apron over her arm. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Thornton,” she said, “but it’s time.”

“All right, Mrs. Adams.”

The young woman scuffed her shoes—broken, brown things, shapeless as cow pies, donated by the Ladies Benevolent Society—as they walked over the lawn.

Dragging her feet like a child, Mrs. Adams thought, but she couldn’t blame Mrs. Thornton for savoring the out-of-doors. They crossed the yard to the building immediately next door, a stern brick square, its tall windows barred.

“Does every town in this goddamned state have a jail?” Mrs. Thornton had snarled the morning they’d brought her in. They’d taken her cigarettes, and she was twitchy and querulous. Not to mention filthy from the hours she’d spent in that dirt-floored calaboose in Kemp. And barefoot.

“Pret’ near.” Mrs. Adams had been the one to answer. She was the sheriff’s wife, as well as a mother. “There’s a good portion of Texans don’t keep to the right side of the law. Always plenty of work for a sheriff.”



“Is it fixin’ to storm tonight?” Mrs. Thornton said now, anxiously studying the sky.

Mrs. Adams glanced up. “Could be. Wouldn’t surprise me if the Lord saw fit to send us a flood, times being evil as they are.”

The heavy door, painted black, swung easily to admit them, and Mrs. Thornton waited, downcast, while Mrs. Adams lifted the iron ring of keys from behind the desk where her husband did his paperwork. The space was high ceilinged and made of stone, so the sounds that issued from the cells, in the back, echoed throughout the building.

“Who there? Jesus? Is that you, Jesus? Have you come for me, Jesus?” The Negro woman in the cell beside Mrs. Thornton’s beat her cup and sometimes her head against the wall.

“Here I come.” The voice belonged to a man Mrs. Thornton had never seen, but she believed that the sharpest of the foul smells that permeated the place must come from him. “I’m Jesus coming to fuck you, bitch. You better watch out. I’m comin’. I’m comin’.”

The voice of the oldest of Mrs. Adams’s little boys, begging his daddy for a glass of water, carried through the damp air into one of the jail’s open windows. Mrs. Thornton concentrated on that piping sound and closed her ears to the other, as she obediently followed her jailer into the dimness, the racket, and the stench.

“You really think it’s fixin’ to storm?” she asked again.

“What difference does it make, honey? You ain’t going to get wet in here.”

Mrs. Adams had told her husband to give Mrs. Thornton the first cell, so she wouldn’t have to walk past the others. Mrs. Adams wasn’t generally easy on prisoners; she was a lawman’s wife, after all. But she believed she was a good judge of character. She knew that letting the young woman out in the evenings to play with her children was the right thing to do; it brought out her sweetness. And she was happy to supply some empty pages from an old account book and a pencil, when Mrs. Thornton said she wanted to write poetry. Some, Mrs. Adams knew, were born vicious, but most slipped into trouble by degrees. It wasn’t too late for this one to scramble out.

That’s what she’d told Mrs. Thornton’s mother.

“Now y’all don’t pay her bail,” she’d admonished the thin woman whose hair and skin and even eyes were faded like old cotton and who’d had to take a bus down to Kaufman from Dallas. She’d seemed bewildered to find her daughter in such a place.

“To tell you the truth,” Mrs. Parker had said, lighting a Chesterfield unsteadily, “I don’t know how I could git the money just now.”

“Best not to,” Mrs. Adams had assured her. She’d offered sugar and cream for the coffee she’d poured, mutely lifting the bowl and pitcher in turn. “They won’t convict her—there’s not enough evidence. Let her stew awhile. That’ll learn her.”

“They won’t send her to the pen?” Mrs. Parker’s voice had quavered. She’d fit the cigarette to her lips and treated herself to a deep pull, reinforcing the grooves that radiated around her mouth, while she’d cast her eyes haphazardly around the room, as if searching for something to grasp on to. She’d released the smoke with slow reluctance. “It’s not like her to lie to me. In fact, I don’t believe she ever has before. Not a real, outright lie, anyway.”



“I got me a job in Houston,” Bonnie had said the very moment Mrs. Parker had come into the house the previous Tuesday evening. The small green cardboard case was already packed and waiting just inside the door. Mrs. Parker, who’d trudged home from work, her mind on the jar of liniment she kept on her dresser top, had been struck by how fresh her daughter looked in her best skirt and jacket, her fluffy blond hair clean and curling around her jawline.

“In Houston? How would you know about a job in Houston?” The pinch in her back had made her voice sharper than she’d intended.

“Ida Jeffers’s cousin knows a lady says they’re looking for girls to sell cosmetics.”

“You don’t know how to do that.”

“Your skin absorbs all the trials of your day.” Bonnie had placed her fingertips on her mother’s face. “But I’ve found that Princess Cream gets deep into the pores and smooths away those tired lines. It brings out your natural radiance. I’ve been using it for a month now, and I can’t tell you how many people have said how well I look.” She touched her own fresh cheek.

“But Houston is so far away.”

“I don’t want to leave you, Mama. But there are no jobs here. You know that.” All of these statements were true.



However, it seemed there’d never been a job in Houston or anyplace else. Mrs. Parker hadn’t been able to get over it. She’d kept thinking that somehow there’d been an accident along the way, maybe a case of mistaken identity. She couldn’t see how her lively, loving daughter—her bonny Bonnie!—could have been involved in anything that would cause her to be locked in a jail cell.

“She made the honor roll, you know,” she’d said to the sheriff’s wife. Revisiting in her memory the evening Bonnie had gone off, wondering what she could have done to keep the girl safely at home, Mrs. Parker had forgotten her cigarette. She’d tapped the long worm of ash into her saucer and then sucked another calming draft into her lungs. “She got all As,” she’d breathed with the smoke.

This had been quite a few years ago—in fact, at fifteen Bonnie had given up on school and married her sweetheart because she’d been in love and why wait, she’d argued, when a person was in love? That was Bonnie all over: big dreams, no patience. Her mother had given in, worn out from arguing, but also, secretly proud as ever of her daughter’s energy and persistence, the pure willfulness that had always made her more vibrant and winning than other girls and that, in the end, always got her what she wanted.

But Mrs. Parker had been right about the marriage. That love hadn’t lasted, although Bonnie’d kept her husband’s name and still wore his ring. It seemed a dirty trick, she’d said, to divorce a man when he was in the pen. That was Bonnie all over, too; she was almost as eager to be moved by other people’s feelings as by her own.

Mrs. Parker had shaken her head to clear it of this frustrating and futile line of thought and had returned to the bolstering recollection of Bonnie’s school record. Even if that was far in the past, it still said something about the kind of girl Bonnie was: conscientious, bright. A girl who could make something of herself, maybe get a job in an office with a lunch hour that allowed her to sit down in a café and order a tuna fish sandwich and a cup of coffee.

Bonnie had scorned that notion of success: “Who from Cement City works in an office?”

But to be different from the kind of person who came from Cement City was the point, Mrs. Parker had retorted, and Bonnie had agreed with that. Bonnie was going to be a singer or a movie star or a poet.

“Can I see her?” Mrs. Parker had asked.

The sheriff had thought to let Bonnie out when her mother came, so they could talk more comfortably, but his wife had cautioned against it. “Let the both of ’em feel what she’s got herself into.”

She’d let the tired woman into the jail, making a show of jangling the heavy iron key ring. At the sight of her mother, Bonnie had slumped onto her cot. She’d looked pathetic, her shoulders hunched, her hair hanging in greasy strings around her little heart-shaped face, her eyes puffed nearly shut from crying.

“My poor baby.” Her mother had pressed her thin cheek to the bars and reached one arm through. She’d squeezed the hand her daughter gave her and had done her best to ignore the incessant keening from the next cell. “You’re not going to see him again.” She’d tried to say it firmly, but all three women were aware how close her statement came to a question.

Bonnie had pinched her sore eyes shut, the emotion that stabbed at her from inside more punishing than the jail. “I won’t,” she’d promised, childishly shaking her head with such vigor that the ends of her dirty hair flew out around her ears like a bell. “I hate him, Mama.”

“Plenty of boys go to the pen, and then they make good when they come out and don’t never have cause to go back again,” her mother had pressed on. “But he doesn’t seem to care about going right…”

“Stop it, Mama! I told you I don’t want nothing more to do with him,” Bonnie had interrupted, her face folding into outright weeping.

The sheriff’s wife had nodded to herself as she’d led the way out, but Mrs. Parker had been less sure. She believed Bonnie’s feelings were sincere, but that didn’t mean that her daughter had learned her lesson.






CHAPTER 2


Four-year-old Bonnie had been spanked for touching the gramophone, so she did so only when no one was looking, climbing onto the divan and poking her fingers as deep into the horn as she dared. Once she’d gotten her hand stuck in there. She turned the crank to make the table spin, but she knew better than to set the needle down. That would make the music and give her away. Instead she sang, pretending her voice was coming from the machine, and she danced on the very narrow stage that was the back of the divan, so she could watch herself in the mirror on the opposite wall.


He’s a devil, he’s a devil,

He’s a devil in his own hometown!



At night, when the-devil-in-his-many-guises lurked, she was afraid, and Buster, who slept easily, was no help. To steady her tearing heart, she traced with her eyes the spiraling colors of the small braided rug beside her bed and re-whispered her prayers. Yellow strands were wishes; she’d wished for a baby and they got Billie Jean. Dark greens were “sorries”—kicking Buster in the shin and making him cry. She hated it when people cried; it made her go squishy inside, like melted ice cream. The blues were the “Godblesses”: Mama and Daddy and Buster and Billie; Granny and Pop-Pop up by Dallas; Uncle Pete and Scamper and all the kitties in the world and all the doggies in the world…



God-in-heaven-above lived on the silver roof of the First Baptist Church, blinding bright in the sun, sober gray in the gloom.

Buster stomped into the house ahead of Bonnie. “I’m never being in charge of her again!”

“Don’t care!”

“She was supposed to sing a church song! Like ‘Jesus Loves Me.’ That’s what I sang.”

“You’re not the boss of me!”

“You just want everyone to say, ‘Oh, that Bonnie Parker!’ ”

Bonnie had thought that “He’s a Devil in His Own Hometown” was a good church song. After all, the preacher talked about the devil every Sunday. But Buster was right; she did puff up when people said, “Oh, that Bonnie Parker!”






CHAPTER 3


Bonnie Elizabeth Parker was born in the compact, pleasant town of Rowena, Texas, which, like most places in central and western Texas, was far from everything, except, in this case, the tracks of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe. If you didn’t count the clutch of cemeteries about half a mile to the south, the whole of the town—its three churches, its school, its depot, its smithy, its feed store and grocery, and all of its squared-off houses—was inscribed within a neat triangle, its legs two roads, one running east to west, the other, north to south, and its hypotenuse the railroad tracks.

The triangle was divided by the straight streets such flat country allows, five lying one direction and seven the other, with simple names like Depot Street and School Street, Mary Street and George Street. The land beyond the streets was planted mostly with cotton. In winter the landscape presented an ugly, unrelieved corduroy of bare earth, but in spring it glowed like green silk, and by the end of summer it was a Swiss dot of brilliant white that fluffed and clumped in the ditches like a southern snow. Rowena had been named for the wife of a Santa Fe Railroad clerk.

“When I grow up,” Bonnie told her mother, “I’m going to live in a town called Bonnie.”

She spent hours on her back, staring at Rowena’s endless sky, its blue the color of heaven in the stained-glass windows of the church-that-Daddy-was-building. Lying on the patchy grass behind their house, she stretched her arms upward, snagging for a moment a colossal, mottled cloud on her fingertips.



Emma and Charles Parker had settled in Rowena right after they’d married. The Czechs were erecting a large, new church and needed bricklayers.

“That’s the church that Daddy’s building,” Emma always said when they passed the construction site on their walks. Emma, whose own father had been a farmer, was proud to be married to a skilled laborer. She was giving her own children a cleaner, more stable start than she’d had.

“When Daddy’s done building it, will we go there?”

“Of course not.”

“Why not?”

“Because we’re real Americans.”



Emma’s father was, in fact, a German, and her mother was from Louisiana, but Emma had found her own religion, Southern Baptist, by following a girl she’d admired in school. She’d met the man who would become her husband among the congregation, so she’d never doubted God’s guiding hand.

While Charles cemented bricks into straight rows for a living, Emma liked to think she was doing much the same with her three children, laying a solid foundation—dressing them neatly, seeing they were well-fed, teaching them to love and fear God and to know right from wrong. If she was too zealous, unable simply to enjoy them, as Charles wished she would, perhaps it was because she couldn’t shake an inchoate belief that some lapse in her vigilance had allowed their firstborn, Coley, to cease to breathe at some hour of the very early morning during the sixth week of his life. She understood that each—solemn, reliable Buster; effervescent, unpredictable Bonnie; easygoing, malleable Billie—was a treasure to be cherished and guarded. As if to stamp these three babies onto the world, she’d bought each a christening gift of precious metal and had it monogrammed. Hubert Nicholas (no son of hers would be christened Buster) had a silver cup; Billie Jean, a silver spoon; and Bonnie Elizabeth, a gold bracelet.

“B. That spells Bonnie.”

Bonnie, only three years old, had butted in on Buster’s lesson—as usual—and understood before he did the rudiments of reading. It must have been a Sunday morning, because the bracelet was around her wrist. She stroked the engraving with the tip of her miniature finger.

“That’s right,” Emma said, amazed. Maybe her daughter was a prodigy, like that Wonder Girl in Pittsburgh she’d read about in McCall’s, who could speak seven languages. “B E P.,” Emma said, pointing to each letter, “Bonnie Elizabeth Parker. That’s you, all right. My bonny Bonnie.”



The bracelet wasn’t for every day but only for special, like Sunday mornings with the big blue bow and white shoes. When they got to church, Mama wiped the toes of those shoes with a handkerchief she’d drawn across her tongue.

Sitting in the pew, Bonnie fiddled with the gold band, opening it wide and squeezing it tight, according to the rise and fall of the preacher’s voice. Buster, bored, let his head fall to one side in church and Billie Jean sometimes cried; but Bonnie watched and listened as the preacher flung his arms and his voice around. She studied the black-ink words as they ribboned behind the square, thick finger Daddy passed over the page, like the shine trailing a snail. And whenever it came time for the singing, she sang out, so even God could hear her.



Most of those early years would become amorphous in her memory, as if viewed through the bottom of a drinking glass, even the day her daddy went away.

“Daddy, don’t go!”

She swings upside down on his forearm, her hands tight around his wrist, her ankles locked around his elbow. Her milkweed floss hair brushes his knees.

“Let Daddy go to work,” Mama says, but she’s distracted, feeding the baby, who isn’t a baby anymore. “Big bite, Billie.”

“No, Daddy. Stay and play.”

She wants another yesterday.

Yesterday was Christmas Day but warm in the way that Texas can sometimes be in the middle of winter, the cold West wind stopping to catch its breath, so that the damp air can sponge up the sun. Bonnie and Buster were after Daddy, the moment they got home from church.

“Fly me! Fly me!” they both demanded. “Fly us!”

“Let Daddy rest. He has to work tomorrow.” That was Mama, jiggling the baby, trying to spoil the fun. Bonnie wouldn’t let her.

“C’mon, Daddy! Fly us!” She spun herself and toppled sideways. She couldn’t get off the ground without him.

He thunked his bottle down and cleaned the foam from his lips with his finger and thumb. Done.

One hand around her ankle, the other around her wrist, he spun to make her fly, around and around, the air flowing over her face like cool water, the grass and the trees blurring and blending into a river of green and gray, like Little Black Sambo’s tigers turning to butter. He dipped her low, so that her fingers brushed the blades. “My Bonnie lies over the ocean.” High until she felt that if he opened his hands, she would keep on flying. “My Bonnie lies over the sea.” But his fingers were clamped tight. “My Bonnie lies over the ocean.” Her arm would pull right off her body before he’d let her go. “Oh, bring back my Bonnie to me.”

Yesterday is done.

“Your daddy has to go to work, Bonnie.” Her mother’s words are crowding now, her hands around Bonnie’s waist, tugging. “Let go.”

“Goddammit, I won’t!”

Her mother’s hands jerk away, as if they’ve been burned. “Bonnie! Don’t talk that way! Charlie, really! How could your brother?”

Daddy’s brother is Uncle Pete, who’d brought a sky-blue ribbon to tie in her hair and nickels for ice cream when he came to visit. “Now what do you say when you don’t want your peas?” He’d tilted his head when he asked a question, just the way her daddy did.

“I won’t eat these goddamn peas!” she’d repeated, perfect in one go. His words in her fluty voice had made him laugh, so she’d said it again. His laugh was like her daddy’s, too.

Later, the peas had glistened on her plate. She’d been amazed and impressed that he’d known they would be having peas for dinner. He’d winked at her, and she’d given the table a smart bang with the butt of her fork for attention. “I won’t eat these goddamn peas!”

Mama and Daddy had stared at her and then Daddy and Uncle Pete had laughed their twin laughs. “I won’t eat these goddamn peas!” Daddy’d laughed some more, just like he was laughing now.

“I won’t, goddammit! I won’t let go!”

But he gives his arm a little shake. “Off now, monkey. Be my bonny Bonnie.” He unlocks her ankles easily with his free hand, so that her feet drop to the floor. “I’ll be home in plenty of time for some of Mama’s delicious red beans and rice.” Over Bonnie’s head she sees him wink at Mama, and Mama smiles back. Love hangs between them, shimmering like a spider’s web in the early morning.

And then he’s gone.






CHAPTER 4


If only she’d napped. Then the man would not have come.

But naps were for babies like Billie Jean and, no, Bonnie wouldn’t lie down for just ten minutes; she wouldn’t close her eyes. Bonnie wanted to play with Mama.

“Come on, Mama. Baby needs her bath.” Bonnie emptied the chipped blue bowl of its oranges and plucked her own damp washcloth off the edge of the washstand. “Baby,” in fact, is quite clean, having been bathed half a dozen times since Santa delivered her yesterday morning.

“Do it yourself like a big girl.” Emma frowned at the pink fabric that humped and slithered on the table. “I have to finish this.”

Bonnie dipped the washcloth in the empty bowl and touched it to Baby’s face. “Oh, no!”

“Ow!” Startled, Emma had poked herself with a pin and her voice was cross. “Bonnie, what is it?”

“You didn’t remind me to test the water and it was too hot.” Bonnie rocked Baby petulantly, glowering at her mother.

But Bonnie never stayed mad. She ducked under the table. Mama sometimes let her push the treadle with her hands. “Now? Can I push now?”

The machine had jammed again. Emma yanked the fabric out, snipped the trailing thread with tiny scissors, and flipped the material to expose a matted snarl.

“When can I push it?”

“Oh, go outside and play, Bonnie, please. Mrs. Olsak needs this for New Year’s Eve.”

“Then let me help you, Mama. I’ll make it go very fast.” Bonnie pressed the treadle experimentally and the needle whirred, furiously stabbing nothing.

“For heaven’s sake! Go outside. Here, let’s put your coat on.”



This day was nothing like yesterday. The air was cold and the clouds ran together and sunk low around the steeple of the church-that-Daddy-was-building.

Buster had gone down the alley, pulling the wooden wagon that had been his Christmas present. If she’d gone looking for him, then she wouldn’t have seen the man and then the man would not have come. But she wasn’t allowed to leave the yard.

She could have stayed in the backyard, singing Christmas Baby to sleep in the wash basket, drumming on the hollow tub of the wringer, bossing a class of clothespin students into a straight line, hooking one hand around the cold iron of the clothesline post and leaning away, twirling until her palm burned from the friction and came away orange with rust. If she’d stayed in the back, she wouldn’t have seen the man and the man would not have come. But playing in the back alone got dull.

There wasn’t much to do in the front, but people sometimes passed, and she could watch them. And, if she skipped or stood on one foot or rolled a somersault or even just waved, she could get them to smile and sometimes even stop and talk to her.

For some time, the street was empty. Bonnie traced with a stick the crooked mortar lines that cemented the stones of her house. The Parkers’ house and the Janceks’ next door were the only two in town made of crooked rocks in shades of red and brown and yellow, pieced together like a crazy patchwork. Bonnie never tired of following their patterns and admiring the miraculous way such uneven borders could be arranged to fit perfectly together. Her fingers were cold, and her cheek, when she pressed one hand against it, was colder still and felt as slick as the pink silk Mama was sliding through her machine. She wished for someone to come, having in mind a friend of Mama’s, baby on hip and child in hand; or next-door Mrs. Jancek, carrying a plate of dulkove kolacky; or a preacher with a Bible tucked tight over his heart; or a drummer in a smart suit and a stiff hat, a heavy case stretching one arm long. Click, click, would go the latches and the case would open to reveal rows of shiny razors, lumpy sacks of coffee, brown bottles of medicine, or, Bonnie’s favorite, boxes and boxes of colored buttons.



The man emerges from behind the Kriegels’ house on the corner.

For less than a second, not even long enough to fully form a thought, her heart quickens. The man wears work clothes just like Daddy’s: brown trousers and jacket, a gray cap. But then she sees that his walk is wrong—heavy, as if he’s dragging Buster’s wagon full of rocks. And his shoulders are bulky; they’re not the shoulders she rides to church on, so she’s the tallest of all with her chin on Daddy’s cap.

This man is neither a drummer nor a preacher. He takes meaty hands from his pockets and hangs them empty at his sides. He doesn’t see her, even though she’s right there, half under the porch he’s about to walk on. She lifts her stick, a baton with which to command attention, but he doesn’t smile and nod. Instead, he stares and frowns, as if he’s angry to see her crouching there.

She should have run at him with her stick and driven him off. She should have run into the house ahead of him and held the door shut. But she does nothing but watch as he lifts his heavy hand to knock and then raises it to remove the cap that he bunches, puny and limp, in his thick fingers.






CHAPTER 5


“Give Daddy a kiss,” Mama said, and Mr. Olsak hoisted her up, his big hands under her arms and around her ribcage. He held her well away from his body, as if she were a wet puppy, not tight against his chest the way Daddy would have. Inside the box, Daddy was hollow, like a jack-o’-lantern. God had scraped his insides out.

Sears, Roebuck sent the front room clock on the train in a long box like this one, but you couldn’t get to heaven that way. You had to wait underground, where God would find you by your name carved on the flat stone.

The walk was long behind the wagon that carried the box that held the husk of Daddy. Bonnie stepped on Buster’s heel, so Buster pulled the bow from Bonnie’s hair. Bonnie punched him in the arm. Buster punched her back. The punching felt good; it helped Bonnie to breathe. But Mrs. Jancek caught her wrist.

“Children.” The word wasn’t scolding but plaintive, like melting ice.

Daddy fit next to Baby Coley, who’d been Bonnie’s brother before Buster but had been too good for this earth. Bonnie kicked the toes of her white shoes into the dirt, so God would see she wasn’t that good.



Mrs. Jancek gave Bonnie a green cardboard case with a brass latch and a brown handle that had belonged to her daughter Jeannie, whom it was not polite to talk about. Bonnie hoped there would be buttons inside, but the case was empty.

A man with a big stomach turned the insides of their house upside down and sideways to puzzle them into a wagon and draped the rug from the front room over the whole pile for Bonnie and Buster to sit on. They rode backward, so their eyes were on their patchwork house, until they turned the corner that set them on the road along the railroad tracks, and the place they’d lived in with Daddy was gone.

Bonnie flexed her bracelet. It was only for special, for church and for walking to the cemetery behind the wagon with the box of Daddy on it, but Mama had forgotten to take it off and put it away. Bonnie stretched the thin gold wire and pulled it over her hand. She threw it into the road the wagon had just traveled over.

“What’d you do that for?” Buster said.

“So Daddy can tell which way we went.”

Buster twisted in his seat. “Ma!”

But the wagon’s wheels ground through the dirt, and the stuffing from their house jiggled and creaked in its bed, and Billie was wailing in Mama’s arms. Mama didn’t hear him, or at least she didn’t bother to turn or answer.



The first night was fried potatoes, lemon pie, napkins wide enough to drape over Bonnie’s head like a veil, and sleeping in a strange-smelling room with the door in the wrong place, and the next night was beans and rice on the dirt and sleeping on the mattresses they’d sat on all day. Snuggling under the wagon, peeking through the spokes at the swirling sky so thrilled Bonnie that she forgot to say her prayers, so God cracked open the sky, trying to flush her soul from her skin. Placid Billie looked around, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, but sensitive Bonnie was so undone, she couldn’t even cry, and she clung silently to her mother with a grip that would leave blue dots on Emma’s neck in the morning.

By the third day, Emma didn’t climb on the front seat but curled with Bonnie and Buster on the folded-over rug or lay on the mattresses, under the tarp. The world as far as Bonnie could see was dirt, which changed color as the days passed from dark brown to red to gray. They bumped and juddered and swayed, until the stillness whenever they paused felt strange.



Finally one morning, as they were finishing their breakfast beans, the driver lifted his arm, releasing a stink from under his coat, and pointed far ahead. “There’s yer Cement City.”

Six towers rose dark against the fresh peach of the rising sun. Emma dipped a flannel in the water left over from breakfast and washed all their faces and hands. She flattened Buster’s hair and painstakingly untangled the knots that days in the wind and nights on the mattress had tied in Bonnie’s cottony strands. She dressed Billie in a white sweater with pink rosette buttons and put on fresh stockings and Sunday shoes. Then she climbed out of the wagon bed and, carrying Billie, got back on the front seat with the driver.



As the sky lightened, the towers grew, and soon plumes of black smoke became visible, then tasteable. The air had a sharp, unpleasant tang to it by the time the driver finally whoaed the horse in front of a house the color of old wash water set among hard, brown winter fields.

Almost immediately, the front door opened and a woman no bigger than a girl, with head and hands and feet protruding from a garment so shapeless it might have been a flour sack, stepped out. Limping slightly, she came down the few steps off the porch and hurried across the yard, her palms pressed to her cheeks and her head swiveling left and right on its stringy neck.

She seemed almost to try to lift Mama off the seat, but she settled for Billie, who took up nearly the whole of her front—as Mama got carefully down, keeping her good stockings well away from the splintery wagon. Then the woman had Billie with one arm and Mama pulled tight against her bosom with the other.

“Oh, Emma!” she said. “I ain’t got room for all this junk. You shoulda sold it and took you a train.”

Buster got out of the wagon bed in the deliberate way that he and Bonnie had taught themselves—first, rolling over on his stomach to dangle his feet as far down as they would reach and then pushing himself off the side. Bonnie had positioned herself to do the same, when a girl came banging out of the house, in two great leaps covered the length of the porch, and, not bothering with the steps, hurled herself off the edge of it. Her hair, cut straight across the jawline like Bonnie’s and nearly as pale, lifted on either side of her head like feathery wings.

So Bonnie drew her legs under her, balanced on the backboard, and launched herself. She didn’t think to go off the side, where she might have landed on the winter-brown grass. Instead, she hit the packed dirt and pebbles of the drive and fell forward onto her knees and palms, tearing her stockings and her skin and staining her skirt with blood.






CHAPTER 6


If she’d kept her family in Rowena, Emma often thought, maybe Bonnie would have found a different boy, someone with whom she could have settled down and been happy. (“Happy” was a word Emma and Bonnie both used to describe a quixotic state of contentment.) But God had yanked the foundation out from under what Emma had built. What choice had she but to give up and bring her children home to Dallas?

Well, not Dallas, exactly. Not the city east of the Trinity River with its turreted bloodred courthouse and arcaded, marble-floored hotels; its department stores selling Japanese silk and French perfume; its theaters bejeweled with lights; and its dim, cool banks in which tellers fingered bills with manicured hands; but rather the haphazard region west of the river, far enough out that their section of the metropolis was no longer called Dallas or even West Dallas, but had its own name, derived from the industrial product at its heart.

Obviously, Cement City was not named for a woman. Its official name was merely Cement, the “city” being a nod to the humans who toiled to feed the blast furnaces with stone from the jagged-edged quarries, like Dark Age peasants propitiating dragons.

The widest and best-maintained roads in the district led to the Trinity and the Lone Star cement factories. At the foot of these, six rows of identical double houses, built for the workers, were packed like barracks along straight dirt streets. The remainder of Cement City spread west, a weedy confederation of fields and wire fences and stands of straggly trees littered with wooden farmhouses and all manner of outbuildings—lopsided barns, coops for chickens and geese, equipment sheds and mule sheds, pumps and outhouses.

Even at the outer limits, where Emma moved her children into her parents’ low-slung house, the pounding of steel against rock, the pulverizing of limestone and shale, so that they could be ground fine, heated literally beyond endurance, and spit out as clinker to be ground again, was ceaseless. “That’s just how it is,” Mama said, when Bonnie complained about the noise. “You have to get used to it.”

Bonnie did get used to that pulse underneath the other sounds of the day and night. She got used to the sulfurous taint of the smoke, too, which clung to the air like gauze. Bonnie wanted to sleep with Mama, but Grandma said it was time she quit being a baby and made her sleep with Buster in the attic, where nail points studded the sloped ceiling. No one knew what had happened to the braided rug, so when Bonnie felt afraid in the night, she had to turn her face toward the little window under the eaves and find comfort in the blast furnace glowing orange in the darkness.



Mama and Billie shared a tiny room tacked onto the back of the house. That was all right, Mama said, seeing as she was all alone now. Bonnie took hold of her mother’s hand to remind her that she certainly wasn’t alone. She had Bonnie and Buster and Billie. She had Grandma and Pop-Pop. And there were so many Krauses. Curly-haired Uncle Wylie and Aunt Elvina in the yellow bedroom, and Uncle Frank in the attic room across from Bonnie and Buster’s. Plus, relatives who seemed to live down every road in Cement City.

Those first days, Dutchie—the cousin who’d flown from the house—tossed names like apples at Bonnie and Buster, as she took them around to meet their kin. Bud, Russ, Everitt; big boy brothers who spilled off a porch and ran for the woods. Aunt Pat, who was Dutchie’s mama and Mama’s sister, wore trousers and was really named Lily. Uncle Fred, his head fresh pumped, shook droplets like a dog. Up the road were mustachioed Uncle Dink and gap-toothed Aunt Millie with more cousins—LeRoy and Sally Ann, Clora Jean and Floyd. Big John and Wilma Rae had Little J—who was big—Monroe, Gladys, Alma, and baby George P. And—Dutchie flung her hand toward a dirt track that disappeared into the woods—Lela or Lula (or possibly Lela and Lula) with more husbands and children lived down over there.

All these people—distracted uncles, sharp-eyed aunts, and running, climbing, kicking cousins—had to love Bonnie, because they were her family. She couldn’t wait to be just like Dutchie, knowing all the names and all the shortcuts. She wanted to walk right in those kitchen doors without knocking first.



Grandma took to Billie Jean, who was easy to appease with a crust to gnaw or a yarn doll to finger, and was impatient with Bonnie, who followed her, telling, showing, begging to be noticed.

“Bothersome as a gnat,” Grandma complained, waving her hand in front of her face.

Billie hummed softly to herself, but Bonnie sang loud and liked to stand on furniture when she did so. She raised her arms and spun.

“No feet on the table! No feet on the settee! No feet on the bed! No dancing in the kitchen!” Grandma snapped and shooed. “Keep your voice down! You’re a little show-off, ain’t you?”

Bonnie tried to be more demure, less herself, but in an hour or so, she felt so hemmed in that she hung by her knees over the end of the bed and fell on her head or two-stepped with the cat until a chair tipped over or a canister of flour spilled or the tiny glass donkey from Mexico plunged from Grandma’s dresser top and broke two legs.

“Ain’t you learned her nothing?” Grandma asked Mama.

“Mama scolds me way more than you do,” Bonnie said, standing up for her mother.

But that turned out to be wrong, too, because it made Mama cry.



Mama was different in Cement City. In the mornings now, instead of standing at the stove in her soft robe with her hair uncombed, she sat at the table in a stiff skirt and hairpins and ate what Grandma put in front of her, before leaving the house to sew overalls for the men who worked in the factories. It was a good job, Mama confided, better than stitching bags for cement, like Aunt Elvina did. Was it better than making dresses, the way she had in Rowena? Bonnie wanted to know. This also made Mama cry.



Bonnie cried, too, when Mama went out the door, so loudly and long that, finally, Grandma gave up petting her and paddled her instead, because enough was enough and she might as well have something to cry about. “Time you grew up,” she said, giving Bonnie a flannel cloth of her very own with which to wipe the cement dust off the furniture.

Bonnie always started in Mama’s room.

“Goddamn slippers!” she said, collecting the flannel house shoes Emma had abandoned haphazardly in the middle of the floor—in this way, too, Mama had changed her ways—and lining them up under the bed. “Stay put where you belong!”

She scolded the crumpled nightgown, as she lifted it off the floor: “Mama doesn’t have time for this nonsense.” She pressed it to her face and breathed Mama’s smell, the smell of before, and then stuffed the gown under Mama’s pillow.

She poked her finger into the blue glass jar of Oriental Cream that Mama had left open on the nightstand, leaving a sizable divot.

“Mama will be home soon,” she promised, closing the door behind her.






CHAPTER 7


On summer mornings, Bonnie lay half-asleep on the sweat-dampened sheets in the sweltering attic, waiting for Dutchie’s hoarse voice, incongruous in the throat of a pixie-faced, yellow-haired girl, to carry up the stairs and start her heart.

“Bonnie! Buster! You up?” Dutchie opened the screen door with a yank that made the hinges squeal and let it bang behind her.

Instantly, Bonnie would be pulling on the flour sack dress Mama had made for her to play in, so her wash dresses would stay nice for school. Grandma didn’t have time to feed no layabout kids—she had to get out in the garden before the heat kilt her, and she kept Billie with her—so it was just Bonnie and Buster and Dutchie, with the kitchen to themselves, slicing the biscuits with the sharp knife and lighting the stove to melt whatever was left of the gravy. After that, they ran, through high weeds in fallow fields, plant guts leaving sticky trails on their legs and fingers, into the cool, shadowy woods.

On Saturdays, Aunt Pat gave them dimes for the Orpheum, where behind an unassuming brick storefront, a dark cavern flickered with exotic scenes involving elephants and hoop skirts, chandeliers and batting eyes, in which love was passion and sadness was desolation and bad behavior was outright wickedness. Even milk wagons and washbasins were arresting in the ghostly light and the deepened shades of the pictures. Those vibrant worlds hovered, tantalizingly inaccessible behind Bonnie’s eyes long after she’d returned to the pallid Cement City evening. She and Dutchie did their best to elevate ordinary life to the level of dreams.



“Ow! It’s hot!”

“Well, quit touching it, Bonnie, for heaven’s sake!”

Bonnie sucked her burned fingers, while Dutchie lifted the potato out of the dirt and ashes with a fork.

They’d made the wigwam of feed sacks, draped over a framework of sticks, a house of their own between the garden and the barn. The sun shone through the loose weave, giving the inside a soft, yellow glow. Buster didn’t have much use for it, except as a prop to surround or squat behind for cowboys and Indians, but that was just fine with Dutchie and Bonnie. They didn’t want any old boys in there anyway, and no baby Billie either, pulling at the sticks, making the whole thing fall down.

They liked it with just the two of them, lying on the matted grass and weeds and staring up at the buttery light, smelling the corny-molassesy smell of the feed sacks and the bitterish, green smell of the crushed weeds, floating in a world apart from Grandma scolding and aunts finding chores.

They were Indian squaws, wrapped in wool blankets, warming their hands around a real fire, tying the chamois clothes Pop-Pop used to wash his wagon around their feet as moccasins. Whose idea was it to take matches from the can next to Grandma’s stove and actually light the little pile of tinder? It never occurred to them—Dutchie could say this with certainty—that this was what was meant by playing with fire. They weren’t playing; they were roasting potatoes. Bonnie had read how you could bury them under the blaze and taste the fire in their powdery flakiness when they were done.

“Dutchie! Bonnie! Run down to the Coakers’ for some meal!”

“In a minute, Grandma!”

Bonnie loved fire, the mesmerizing motion of the flames, repetitive, yet unpredictable, their patterns always shifting. She put her bare palms close to test how long she could stand the pressure of the heat. That day they’d built the fire higher than they’d ever done before, not just a thin, tentative flicker, but a flame-leaping, green-twig-popping mini-conflagration with two bakers underneath.

“Right now, girls, or I’m coming in there and draggin’ y’all out.”

They threw off the blankets that made them Indians and ran as little girls the half mile to the Coakers’ and waited on one foot and then the other for Mrs. Coaker, who moved slow as a slug, banking up the dirt around her potato hills, leaning the shovel up against the fence post, putting one deliberate foot in front of the other all the way into her kitchen.

“You ain’t brought no sack? How about a bowl? You got you a bowl? Well, what am I gonna put the meal in, then, I wonder?” She scanned her kitchen walls dreamily, as if a sack might slither out from between two boards if she happened to fix her eyes on the right spot.

“Here, Miz Coaker, just pitch it in,” Bonnie said, making a sling by holding up the hem of her skirt.

Bonnie moved her legs as fast as she could, never minding that her drawers showed, but the fire was so strong and fast that it had already eaten through the wigwam, torn across the yard, and was attacking the back fence, where Grandma Mary and Aunt Pat were beating at it with brooms.

Bonnie was too big by then to lie over Grandma’s tiny knees, so Grandma held her tight to her chest with one arm, while she reached around with the other to wield the brush. “I’ll learn you!”



Bonnie would pass her fingers through flame and swallow stuff that scorched her throat and tasted like poison. She would throw herself into water of any depth or darkness and climb into the high, fragile branches of any tree on which she could get a purchase, but she wouldn’t touch the gun.



The gun sleeps under Pop-Pop’s pillow.

“Pop-Pop,” Bonnie thinks, is a foolish name. It bears no more relation to her heavy-browed, eight-fingered grandfather than Buster’s popgun bears to the pistol in the old man’s bed. To Bonnie, her grandfather is Krause. At least, in her mind, she calls him Krause; to his face, she doesn’t dare call him anything.



“Come on!”

Dutchie’s fingers are locked around Bonnie’s wrist.

Bonnie hangs back with her shoulders, making Dutchie pull, but she lets her feet lead her forward. She likes feeling a little bit scared; it’s an opportunity for daring.

The bedroom embodies Grandma and Krause. Its two plain-framed windows, hung with yellowed curtains trimmed with old-fashioned lace, are stern and correct. Under the bed’s dark wooden headboard, the mattress sags in two ditches, as if ghosts are resting on the faded Lone Star quilt. On Grandma’s bedside table is no pretty jar of Oriental Cream, but a gray ceramic pot half-full of foul-smelling ointment, a brown bottle that reads “Paine’s Celery Compound” in raised lettering, and a tin of tablets.

“Go on.”

As usual, Dutchie has claimed Grandma’s side, so Bonnie has to go over to Pop-Pop’s, where the ditch is deeper and the table holds just a hurricane lamp and a Farmer’s Almanac.

Giggling nervously, both at the thought of Krause’s head lying on the pretty puff, edged with crocheted lavender blossoms, and of what lies beneath it, Bonnie raises the pillow with two hands.

The pistol’s single black eye stares. The gun is meant to be feared and obeyed, like her grandfather himself, who to Bonnie’s mind is the very image of God, with his cold, blue eyes and the sharp hairs that poke from his nostrils and ears, and the fury in his voice when he shouts.

“Pick it up.”

Grandma has taught them how to make the beds together, one girl on each side. But before the plumping and the tucking, the gun must be scrupulously removed.

“Baby!”

Holding her breath, Bonnie slides her hand very slowly toward the pistol, but when her fingertip brushes against it, she yanks her hand back. “I can’t!”

Tears prick her eyes. Her arms tremble.

“Baby.”

Bonnie squinches up her eyes, while her scornful cousin slides her palms flat under the gun and lifts. She places it on the dresser top, safely out of the way, while they pound the pillow back into shape—Bonnie’s favorite part—and pull the sheet and quilt up. When Dutchie brings the gun back, Bonnie cautiously traps it with the pillow. Sometimes she puts the almanac on top, for good measure.






CHAPTER 8


“Do they call it Chalk Hill Road because of the chalk they use at school?” Dutchie didn’t know and Buster didn’t care, but this was the sort of question Bonnie liked to think about. “Or maybe the name of the road made them think it was a good place to put a school.”

Chalk Hill School was almost directly across the street from the entrance to the Lone Star. The pounding of the pulverizer that retreated into the background at home stood out here, a regular wallop of metal against rock, the beat beneath the shrieking and yelling of the schoolyard before the bell.

In the schoolyard, Dutchie became Dodie and loosed herself from Bonnie to join the bigger girls. Bonnie ran, swooping and bellowing with the other children, throwing her head back and stretching her arms wide, soothing herself with the pump of her muscles and the rush of air over her skin.



“Girls here!” A big-knuckled hand closed around her arm, changing her trajectory so that she staggered against another little girl with brown curls and a crutch. The grand front entrance, with its exotic concrete pointed archway like the entrance to the church-that-Daddy-built, was for teachers only. The children jostled through smaller doors on either side. Almost at the top of the stairs, the girl with the crutch stumbled and dropped her dinner pail. A single potato rolled out.

“I’ll get it!” Bonnie scurried after the spud, but it was tricky to bend and grab and run down steps all at once. A couple of times, she could just about have snagged it, but aware of the laughter coming from the line of girls watching the chase, she missed, a little bit on purpose, so that there would be another step, another miss, more laughter that lifted her like a warm wind.

At the bottom, the spud rolled away, and a big girl raised her black boot and brought it down hard. The flesh spattered against Bonnie’s ankles.

The big girl scraped the white paste from her shoe onto the dirt. “You gonna cry, crybaby?”

Bonnie, standing alone at the bottom of the stairs, as the rest marched into the building, obliged.



When Bonnie was angry, she made other people cry. Noel, with ears that pinked when she talked to him, offered her Black Jack gum every morning, pulling a stick halfway up and then holding out the pack, a nicety that impressed her. But when he was captain for Red Rover, he didn’t choose her until there was no one left but her and crippled Florence. That afternoon, when she saw him in front of the drugstore where he bought his damn gum, she was on his back with her legs clamped around his waist and a scrap of metal at his throat before she could think. She relished his blubbering.

“Crybaby,” she said. “I’ll learn you.”

She’d cried herself later, in her attic bed. She’d expected him to pick her first. He ought to have known that even though she was small, she could hold on tighter than any of them. They’d have to tear her hand off before she’d let go. Or break her arm, at least.

When she did things like this, Grandma said she’d “flown off the handle,” and indeed, in the midst of her fury, Bonnie felt she was whirling through the air, like the head of Krause’s hatchet the time it came loose from its shaft and stuck so deep in the side of the outhouse that they’d had to rip the board out of the wall to free it.



Bonnie loved to practice the Palmer method, which connected the letters like the stitches that ran from her mother’s sewing machine. Writing forced her to quit looking around the room—which was exhausting—and turned her inward instead. She savored all aspects of words: their rhythms and sounds, and the puzzle of their structures—syllables and letters, bases and prefixes and suffixes, the way rhyme made sentences waltz.

Bonnie’s favorite class was elocution with Miss Gleason, who came on Thursday afternoons and didn’t frown and sigh like the regular teachers. Instead of the necktie the others wore, Miss Gleason pinned a cameo brooch at her throat, and she touched the tips of two fingers to it with an attractive, sorrowful look, whenever a child’s performance especially moved her. Bonnie’s often did, as when she recited “Gertrude, or Fidelity till Death”:


And bid me not depart,” she cried: “my Rudolph, say not so!

This is no time to quit thy side; peace—peace: I cannot go.

Hath the world aught for me to fear, when death is on thy brow?

The world—what means it?—mine is here; I will not leave thee now!



“She was marvelous! Such a talent!” Miss Gleason tilted forward, as she expressed her approbation to Emma Parker after one school performance, and Bonnie, beside her, unconsciously mimicked her stance. “Won’t you let me take her home next week after school? You see, I promised her ice cream, if she could do it all the way through without a single mistake and, as you saw…” Miss Gleason lifted her hands, palms upward, while Bonnie clasped hers together—like Gertrude—in the proper elocutionist’s gesture of pleading.



Miss Gleason wasn’t the only one who singled Bonnie out.

“What I need,” Mr. Godfrey said, “is some of that there charm.”

Mr. Godfrey was Mabel Jean’s father, and he’d approached Bonnie after another school program. He was running for city council, he explained, and he wanted a girl to ride along with him the next afternoon “and just look cute as a button.”

“Hadn’t you better take Mabel Jean?” Bonnie asked.

Mabel Jean stood beside her father, one hand masking her face from nose to chin. Her recitation, though accurate, had been monotonous, and if she resembled a button, it was the dull metal kind that Bonnie’s mother attached to the tops of overalls.

“I’ve got to save Mabel Jean for the speech,” Mr. Godfrey said in a booming voice that made his daughter wince. “When the family’s up onstage.”

The upholstery in Mr. Godfrey’s car was a soft, tufted red, and he was a more skillful driver than Miss Gleason. He crooked his elbow around Bonnie’s knees to steady her, while he steered with one hand and held a megaphone to his lips with the other. “Godfrey’s your man! Win with Sam!” he boomed through the neighborhood.

People stopped and turned to see what the ruckus was about. When Bonnie waved, they waved back and smiled.

“Thata girl! That’s the way to get ’em!” Mr. Godfrey said. “Blow ’em kisses, why doncha?” So she did that, too, and they cheered and clapped their hands around her kisses and loved her.



Bonnie reached the pinnacle of her public success as the youngest member of the subjunior team representing Cement City in the Dallas County Scholastic Literary Contest. She’d filled three notebooks with words, four columns to a page, by the day of the contest, when the whole family traveled to Fair Park to watch her compete. From the streetcar, she watched the little slipshod, unpainted wooden houses and the dirt streets of West Dallas give way to a stretch of green and brown marshland and then the viaduct, that triumphant monument of cement that she’d learned about in school. Cement City was geographically close to Dallas, but a young girl from that town could have no business in Dallas proper, and this was the first occasion on which Bonnie had crossed the Trinity River.

On the far side, the sudden rush and crush of buildings seemed to explode at her. Downtown Dallas was too full and too brilliant to take in, with automobiles darting around the streetcar and people streaming past big windows that flashed with colors. Tall, block-long structures, important with columns and fanciful with curlicues, were studded with windows that hinted at hundreds more people behind them. She stored the details to examine later, along with her impressions of the region that lay beyond, where the buildings thinned, and houses, as big as her school, took their place behind neatly shaped trees planted in even rows.

Waiting for the competition to begin, Bonnie ate cold fried chicken and bread-and-butter pickles from the picnic basket and cuddled and cooed at babies and let a boy buy her a Ward’s Orange Crush. On the stage, she spoke into a microphone, over and over, until she was the very last one standing, and she saw Pop-Pop down below jump to his feet, cheering, and Mama and Grandma hug each other. Then a man whose hair had the oily scent of Brilliantine hung a blue ribbon around her neck and announced her name to the entire world: “Bonnie Parker of Cement City.”

Despite Bonnie’s victory, when all the events were finished, the Brilliantined man awarded Highland Park, which had gotten firsts in lots of categories, the silver cup. No one questioned the results; after all, Highland Park, newly built “Beyond the City’s Dust and Smoke,” as its developer claimed, was lovely. The children who lived there were obviously winners, Bonnie thought, fingering her ribbon and seeing in a new light those who’d accompanied her from Cement City with their greasy food wrappings and loud voices.

When they got home, Grandma made Bonnie’s favorite red beans and rice and Pop-Pop was the show-off, taking the grosgrain loop around to all the neighbors.

“Just think, you’re the best in all of Dallas, Bonnie!” Mama said. “All of Dallas!”

“Well, the best subjunior speller,” Bonnie said. She could afford to be modest in the face of such praise, but she was also sincere. She knew already that spelling wasn’t everything.

Nevertheless, it was a great deal to be the best at anything. She was proud. Her daddy, Mama assured her, would have been very proud.

The next day, the Dallas Morning News announced that Highland Park’s award had been a mistake. In fact, Cement City had the winning seventy-one points, to which Bonnie Parker, first in subjunior spelling, had made a significant contribution. Bonnie clipped the article and slid it into the bottom of her drawer.

For many nights after that, Bonnie lay in bed with her eyes on the glowing hive of the Lone Star across the fields and dreamed that winning the spelling bee had marked the start of her real life. She reviewed the awkward, triumphant walk across the stage to collect her ribbon, when the tallest buildings of Dallas had been visible in the west and the applause from the crowd rolled out a carpet of sound to carry her forward. She was convinced she’d reached a launching point from which it wasn’t difficult to imagine herself on the far side of the windows set in the green roof of the Adolphus Hotel.
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