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We thank with brief thanksgiving

Whatever gods may be

That no life lives forever

That dead men rise up never

That even the weariest river

Winds somewhere safe to sea.


—SWINBURNE

   “The Gardens of Prosperine,” 1866 










BAD GIRL CREEK







Summer




I should like to enjoy this summer flower by flower, As if it were to be the last one for me.


—ANDRÉ GIDE, Journals

   May 18, 1930, tr. Justin O’Brien
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1

In All Fairness

Phoebe




A FEW WORDS ON COMPOST


from the gardening journal of Sarah DeThomas


Dearest Phoebe,

If you dig deep enough in this garden, you’re likely to come across my red cowboy boots. I wore the soles out, dancing with no-good men on sawdust-covered floors, and regret not a moment. Likewise you’ll find the alligator flats for which I could never find a suitable replacement, and the smart black pumps I wore when I married Kenny. Those shoes turned out to be far more intelligent than I was, I’m forced to admit, but one must always have black pumps handy—weddings, funerals, at my age these occasions all blur together.

The reason I buried my shoes, you see, is that I never understood the point in throwing away leather when it could be used as mulching material. The same holds true for nylon stockings, which make grand supports for wobbly stalks or fledgling trees.

Therefore, I believe I can honestly state with ecological impunity that I am present in this land now and always. It’s your land, for a while at least, my dear. Consider its future well. Build ticky-tacky houses on it if you like and make a neat profit, or subdivide and sell it to rich people. You may on a lark opt to grow flowers again, for which this journal may come in handy, or you may choose to simply allow the dirt to rest. Allow me to offer up one final cautionary, my darling girl. This patch of earth will never be free of me. In all ways, I remain—

Your loving aunt,

Sadie

P.S. In case you’re wondering, the flower I most hate to leave behind is Buddleia globosa, or summer lilac, commonly known as butterfly bush. Originally an import from Peru, it first blooms in spring but will with care continue throughout the summer. Oh, it’s lovely, and rather like opening a singles’ bar for butterflies. At times they feed so thickly you’d swear the flowers are animated. Intoxicating scent—something between wild raspberries and good red wine. If the afterlife smells anything like that, I’m sure I won’t mind dying.
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SO ENDS PAGE ONE of the ledger Malcolm Colburn, Sadie’s attorney, hands to me just before he must take his urgent phone call. Next to me, my brother James frowns over his own pages. I have to close my book because I don’t want to cry in front of Stinky. Hanging tough’s been a point of honor with me all my life. If someone says a mean word to me, James’ll beat the tar out of him, but if I shed one tear, he teases me endlessly.

“Well, what did yours say?” he finally asks me.

James and I have been on the outs lately. The reasons vary, but one thing I know for certain is that I didn’t help matters by staying on at the farm after Sadie died. She insisted I give up my apartment six months ago since I was spending all my nights at her place anyway. Mr. Colburn requested that for security reasons I stay “on the premises until he got the estate settled,” and now I understand why. What’s the point of moving out when I’d only be coming right back?

“Something about her favorite shoes,” I tell James, leaving out the news that Sadie has apparently left me the farm, a revelation that is making me a little breathless, although with my compromised heart I never know what exactly makes it skip. “How about yours?”

He flips the pages and shakes his head. “It’s her financial investment journal. Every penny accounted for, can you believe it?”

My brother, James, AKA Stinky, has the angled face of a Kennedy, more JFK than poor doomed John-John had. He’s a little darker in complexion than they were, but he gives off that same good-breeding pheromone. Women look at James and immediately want to have his babies. Then they find out he isn’t as rich as a Kennedy and go back on the Pill. “Really?” I say, waiting to hear about the dollar amount, but if indeed he got any, James doesn’t crow over his riches.

“Yeah. Some kind of lesson for me, I suppose. I guess this means we split the cash and you go shoe shopping, huh?”

Before I can answer, Malcolm hangs up the phone and smiles the way lawyers do when they know they’re billing by the hour. “Just so you understand, Sadie asked that the ledgers be in your hands when I explained the terms of your inheritance.” He chuckles. “I can’t tell you how many times I was forced to oblige that woman’s bizarre sense of humor. I’ll miss her. James, you’re the recipient of Sadie’s liquid assets and investments. Phoebe, you’re the new owner of the farm.”

I’m shocked. I always assumed Sadie would leave everything to some pet cause, and during her lifetime she had many.

“But that’s not fair,” James says, and Mr. Colburn peers over his tortoiseshell reading glasses and sighs.

“It’s what she always wanted,” the lawyer says patiently. “Once a year your aunt met with me to update her will. Over the thirty years we knew one another so many of her wishes changed I often suggested we write this document in pencil. She directed certain paintings to particular museums, then, when she got her dander up over the way some curator spoke to her at a party, she aimed them elsewhere. . . .” 

At once I remember the incident with the Historical Society. Sadie had a huge collection of Cannery Wharf photos; turn-of-the-century stuff, documenting the town when the roads were dirt and everyone rode horses. When the Society biddies deemed the pictures “unimportant,” Sadie gave them to a local photographer who now sells their reprints and as a result has become a millionaire. My aunt—she wrote scathing letters to the newspaper, volunteered at the library, rode a horse in the Valley Fourth of July parade dressed as Lady Godiva (flesh-colored leotard, long blond wig, sunglasses). One thing was for certain, the Bayborough gossip columns could always count on Sadie for material.

“James,” Mr. Colburn says, “there’s only one issue that ever remained the same, and that is what I just read to you.” He takes a sip of water from a clear glass and sets it down on his blotter. “Now, other questions? Or may I continue?”

James sits back hard in the oak chair and I can hear it creak under his weight. My only and older brother has put on a few pounds hanging out with the wine-and-cheese crowd over at Bay Links. Poor James. His life is all about investments, and not just financial. He wants so badly to fit in with the money people he must attend a soiree every night of the week. Not that I have a great deal of experience with parties, mind you, but I imagine that’s tough on a guy in his forties. Tiring. And in a way, I sympathize. He’s only thinking what I’m thinking. Sadie was supposed to leave him her land to develop, and then he could get super-rich. She’d leave me her money because of my “special circumstances,” and I wouldn’t have to suffer the indignities I had in the past. What am I going to do with a farm?

I place my hands on the push rims of my wheelchair and turn so I am facing the window instead of Mr. Colburn and his wall of multihued law books. There’s a pocket garden outside. A forked eucalyptus tree with jigsaw bark planted between artfully arranged river rocks and sweet alyssum. When the breeze blows around Bayborough-by-the-Sea, all you can smell is purple-and-white alyssum. People here are mad for it. They stuff it in window boxes, grow it in hanging baskets. I don’t know. To me that smell’s kind of like dimestore bubble bath or spilled honey. So many other flowers have nicer scents, and are prettier besides. White roses, for instance, can’t be beat for perfume, and to me that once-a-year treat when tulips bloom—it’s as if the fields are covered in the tongues of angels. Even if some parts of me don’t work so great, I know I have excellent floral taste.

With all my compromised heart I love Sadie’s farm. Shortly before she went into the hospital for the last time, we sat on her front porch drinking sun tea and watching the crows dive-bomb the sunflowers that grew along the fence line. Every year she made Florencio plant a row especially for the birds, saying “One for the rook, one for the crow, one to die, and one to grow.”

“Isn’t that just an old wives’ tale?” I asked her.

I remember she answered, “Not at all. Crows are smart little buggers with foxy minds and very few morals. Not unlike Kenny,” she said, smiling faintly at the mention of her first husband, out of whom she had wrestled this forty-acre farm. The property had been in his family for at least a couple of generations. She said he owed her big time for the heartache he’d caused her, what with the other women and the drinking and on more than one occasion, raising his hand to her. I’ve never been married, not even come close, but Sadie was, twice. The second guy, Howard, was a lot older than she was, and when he died Sadie kind of hung up her interest in long-term relationships. She was never idle, though. Aunt Sadie accomplished so much in her lifetime that I couldn’t really feel too sad when she passed away. Imagine if your résumé included climbing to the base camp of Everest. She knew all kinds of famous people. When I was a kid, she let me read the letters over and over, didn’t even care if I got jelly stains on Eleanor Roosevelt’s stationery. At various times in her life, not counting America, my aunt lived in three different countries. Sure, there were financial ups and downs, but never once did she let go of this property. Now it’s mine. How am I going to afford the upkeep?

My mind reels with the notion of paying workers’ wages, rotating crop cycles, harvesting the flowers she sold up and down the California coast, in short, being a businessperson, which really is more up James’s alley than mine.

“What about the cars?” James is saying now. “The Jag and the Benz. Who did she leave those to?” 

Mr. Colburn ruffles his papers. “Well, I suppose vehicles fall under the description of the ranch equipment since they’re on the premises. . . .”

“Get out,” James says, slapping the edge of the desk in disbelief. “What in the Sam Hill is my sister going to do with a luxury car? With two of them?”

I look down at my legs, wanting to apologize to them for his insensitivity. They still work, after a fashion, just not well enough to mambo. My legs and I have learned to appreciate this chair. It opened the door out of Shriners’ Hospital into the real world. My birth was “traumatic,” and my spine took the brunt of it. The larger problem’s my heart. Among other childhood illnesses, I had rheumatic fever, which caused me to spend a year in bed. I’m small as a result of all of that, and my heart’s as worn out as an old lady’s who deserves a good rest. I buy my khaki slacks in the girls’ department. Likewise my purple high-top sneakers, which rest against the chrome foot plates quite symmetrically. So what if a thirty-eight-year-old woman wears tennis shoes everywhere? The “differently abled” deserve a little style, and the soles of my shoes never wear out.

“Maybe I’ll get the cars converted to hand controls, James,” I inform my greedy brother. “Drive the Jag on even days, the Benz on odd ones.”

Color rises in his cheeks like a fever. Like Father, James has the same quick-to-Irish temper. Me, I take after Mother, who has dark eyes, even darker straight hair, and this stoic exterior not even a pickax can penetrate. She’s a puzzle to me, often upset to the point of hand-wringing, but deep inside, where nobody can see, I suspect she has an Irish peat fire of a heart.

“Oh, really?” James says. “What do you plan to use for money, Pheebs?”

“How about I roll myself out onto Ocean Avenue and hook for it?”

We look at each other for a few moments, exchanging the bald-eyed challenge of a good old-fashioned sibling stare-down. When we were kids, I’d stare at James until my eyes dried up like prunes.

Mr. Colburn rubs his face. “I thought that when Sadie died days like this were behind me for good. You’re excused, the both of you. Stop at Kathryn’s desk and sign the papers she has waiting for you. Then go somewhere and have lunch and settle this everlasting argument before you send me to the grave next to your aunt’s.”

Which would be difficult since we scattered Sadie’s ashes at sea. “James will have to pay for lunch,” I say, “seeing as how he has all the money.”

“No problem,” James quickly replies. “You can drive.”
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A PERSON SPENDS over thirty years in a wheelchair, she learns the perks and makes no bones about working them in her better interests. The River Grill, just across the road from Mr. Colburn’s law office, is packed with tourists as usual, implying a long wait. All I do is park my chair at an angle in front of the hostess and look famished, and what do you know, suddenly there’s this great table for two available immediately.

“I hate it when you do that,” James says under his breath as the waitperson rushes to bring us bread and butter.

“Do what?” I ask, fanning myself with the menu.

“Act crippled.”

“James, James, James,” I say. “I’ve just inherited a forty-acre farm, not to mention two luxury automobiles. I’d hardly call that crippled.”

He gives me a dirty look and holds the menu up in front of his face like one of those sun reflectors that give you maximum tanning rays. I check out the restaurant. The River Grill’s okay, but I prefer diners, like Katy’s in the Valley. River Grill serves “California cuisine.” Basically that means there’s sure to be two not terribly spicy Mexican dishes, Caesar salad plain or with chicken, and five kinds of fatty, grease-sodden hamburgers. I scan the menu and decide James will order the bleu cheese burger with fries and a side order of ranch dressing. Though it’s like playing Russian roulette with your arteries, he’s addicted to the brief rush saturated fats deliver. The Caesar salad looks good to me, that and a Thirsty Lizard, one part grapefruit juice to two parts ginger ale. When the server returns, James gestures to me—ladies first—and I tell her what my brother wants, leaving off the ranch dressing.

“You two must know each other very well,” she says. “And for her?”

“Caesar salad,” James says.

“Will that be all?”

“Oh, if it isn’t too much trouble, could you bring me a side of ranch dressing for those fries?” James adds.

I grin.

“I don’t know what you’re so damn happy about,” he says as we work our way through our lunches. “You’re the one who stands to lose. Have you ever heard the term land-poor? Why don’t you let me sell the farm for you? Real estate prices around here are astronomical. With the kind of money you’d get, you could move yourself into a first-rate ground-level beachfront condo on the Links, Pheebs. We could hire a contractor, have him install ramps; downsize the kitchen counters so you can cook all that healthy crap you love. With a few carefully considered investments you’d be set for life. You wouldn’t even have to make those little clay people anymore.” He sips his coffee, makes a face, and adds more cream.

“I like making those little clay people, James. People like them, too, at least enough to buy five dozen or so every month. Sculpting’s what I do, James.”

“Fine, we’ll get you a house with a separate outbuilding to use as an art studio.” He starts drawing a blueprint on a napkin, as if some wiggly pen marks will convince me to part with Sadie’s farm.

I don’t need a separate outbuilding to make my art. All it takes is a flat surface, your basic oven, and Fimo clay. In my hands, when the clay takes shape, I feel whole and useful. No one sees my chrome wheels, pretends I’m not there, or shushes their children when they stare at the unusually small woman who doesn’t walk. They simply admire my work, don’t care who made it, and are willing to part with money for it to be theirs. The bulk of my line is mobiles of naked women. Lest it sound like I’m prurient, these women are in no way pornographic. Nosiree. They’re mythic, like goddesses, and not some New Age-y crap, either, but strong women, with outstretched arms ready to embrace whatever joy life hands them. In the light of a window, they fly untethered above the pull of the earth. Depending on my mood, I add red curly hair, gray pubic thatch, a big toothy smile, or earth-mama breasts. From the hips down, the clay’s less defined because to me legs are not important. My ladies are amusing to buyers, I guess, because I continue to get orders. I string the clay women on fishing line and hang them off two intertwined wire arms. When the mobile is properly hung, all you have to do is blow a puff of breath their way. My ladies are happy to twirl all day in circles. To me, each one is a pilot. You won’t find a flight attendant among them.
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JAMES DRIVES ME BACK to the farm and unloads my wheels. I get out of the car and into my chair without any help and wheel myself up onto the porch. We sit there a moment, each of us figuratively running our hands over the space between us. Yes, it’s less awkward now than it was in Colburn’s office, but it still needs major smoothing.

“Aren’t you going to invite me in? I promise I won’t steal anything.”

“Another time, James,” I say, without turning to look at him in the doorway. “Nothing personal, I just have a lot to think about and I’d appreciate some privacy.”

“Well, take care, Phoebe,” he says. “You know I love you, right?”

Yes, I know, I think to myself. And I also know how much you’d like to manage my life along with your investment portfolio. “Same here, James.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow.”

And the day after that, and the next, I think, until you wear me down and this place is a land developer’s dream come true and I’m stuck in some stupid condo with rules as to how much distance there needs to be between each tree I plant. “Fine,” I say, thinking there’s no rule I have to answer the phone.

He drives away in his Jeep Grand Cherokee. It’s white with those tacky gold wheel rims—a dead giveaway that he’s trying too hard to better his station. Every Friday he has it “detailed.” Nobody outside California has heard of that term. If I say, “Oh, you got your car washed,” it annoys James to no end. But what am I supposed to say? “You got your car hand-washed, hand-vacuumed, and, lest we forget, professionally scented in your choice of aroma for five times what they charge at the drivethrough?” Unfailingly, James chooses new-car scent.

Suddenly I’m tired. Florencio, Sadie’s farm manager—he’s mine now, I guess—walks up to the porch. “That car of your brother’s? The numero uno most frequently towed car in California.”

“Is that right?”

“Si, I hear this on Car Talk. Good show, Car Talk. I learn much, even though the brothers have difficult accent.” Florencio heads off to the barn and I’m left alone on the porch hearing ghostly echoes of Sadie’s gardening advice. Hang mothballs in peach trees. Roses love graywater. Crush the cloves of garlic a lit tle before you plant them . . . or was that onion? Why me? I have to wonder. What is an eighty-five pound woman going to do with a flower farm? Maybe it’s true that pondering the end of her life, even the wisest woman goes a little dotty.
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I TIDY UP THE KITCHEN as best I can, swiping the tile counters and washing the spoon and bowl left over from my breakfast oatmeal. Then I roll myself into the living room and look at the oil portrait of my late aunt where it hangs above the river rock fireplace. It was painted when Sadie was in her thirties, probably around the age I am now. The major difference is I will never look like anyone but myself, whereas Sadie, in this incarnation, closely resembles Lauren Bacall. Her silvery blond hair is styled in a short pageboy. A turquoise comb holds one side to keep it from falling in her sultry, follow-you-everywhere eyes. She’s dressed in a black turtleneck sweater and sporting a single strand of pearls. Her smile could mean a number of things: she’s been flirting with the artist, or just cracked an off-color joke, or pulled a prank on someone—like she did on James and myself. 

“Sadie, there are so many questions I want to ask you,” I say, and my voice trembles because I would give this farm to James in a heartbeat if it meant I got my aunt back.

There are no answers except the echoes that move about this room with the cathedral ceiling and first edition books and good art and old leather furniture. Every stick speaks her name, and I’m all ready to settle down to an old-fashioned pity party, to wallow in my predicament until I’m good and soggy, when a knock at the door ruins everything.

Through the screen I spy a tall black woman, maybe mid-thirties. The sun is at her back, which makes her skin appear so dark I can hardly make out her features. The farm doesn’t get much in the way of door-to-door salespeople. Anyone who shows up here is either asking for work, looking to buy flowers, or turns out to be a real estate agent. “Yes?” I say, in what I hope sounds like an authoritative tone.

I have to give the woman credit. She doesn’t shy at my chair, or bend down on one knee as if she’s speaking to a child, the way most people do. She just tilts her chin and states her business. “I was wondering if this ranch boarded horses, and if so, what the rates are, and if you think the owners would possibly consider some work in trade for payment.”

I get the impression this sentence has been rehearsed, tried out at a few places before landing on my doorstep, and has yet to work in her favor. “Um, it’s not a ranch, it’s a flower farm, and it’s mine.”

She sighs and looks away. Only then do I see her profile, strong and dignified. There’s a slight overbite to her mouth that makes me wish I had skipped orthodontia. Her mouth is her face’s one imperfection, totally charming, and somehow it makes me immediately warm to her, even though the rest of her, especially the tiny braids that cover her head, looks like supermodel material. “Thanks for your time,” she says, and turns to go.

As she steps off the porch, I see a beautiful black horse tied to the fence rail. “Hold on a minute,” I call out, pushing open the screen door and wheeling myself to the porch via the ramps Sadie installed when I was a teenager. “I know a lot of people in this valley. Tell me what you’re looking for; maybe I can help. Wow, the day really warmed up, didn’t it? You want a glass of water? How about lemonade? My name’s Phoebe,” I say, and thrust out my hand.

“Well,” she says as her dark fingers close around mine, “my horse could sure use a drink.”
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AN HOUR LATER, Ness Butler and I have drained the ice tea pitcher and each been to the bathroom. We’ve covered her early years, growing up in Oakland, then moving to San Jose; touched on me at Shriners’, and are rapidly approaching present day circumstances. “Where were you boarding the horse before now?” I ask.

She looks across the fields of sunflowers, heads heavy and bending toward the earth. The blackbirds are absolutely ransacking them. “Until a couple of weeks ago, I was a farrier on the Patrini Ranch. It’s a racehorse training facility and working ranch year round.”

“I’m sorry, but what’s a farrier?”

“You know, like blacksmiths used to do, shoeing horses.”

“Really? Are there a lot of women horse farriers?”

“Oh, honey. It just might be the last bastion of the old boy network. Not to mention the race issue! There are a handful of us.”

“Why did you leave?” I know I’m prying, but I’m curious why she’d leave a job she worked so hard to get.

Ness sets her empty glass down on the porch. “Believe me, it was time to get the hell out of Dodge, me and old Leroy Rogers there. And before you ask, no, I didn’t name him.”

“I was just about to. Where are you living now?”

She laughs a slight, flinty laugh. “You’d be surprised how many places a girl and horse can find to camp this time of year. Down by Bad Girl Creek’s nice. Fresh water, lots of birds to watch, and the stars make for great company. I have a nice camp set up.”

“Oh, my goodness,” I say. “Are you telling me you’re homeless?”

She gets that elegant, proud look on her face again. “This book I’ve been reading says I should tell folks ‘I’m in a transitional phase.’ ”

“In other words, homeless.”

“Hey, it’s not like I can’t afford to rent a room. I have money to tide me over until I find my next job. The problem is Leroy. His needs reach a little beyond a carport, you know?”

We both look at the horse that by now Florencio has eating out of his hand. Using an old brush he found in the barn, he’s burnished the gelding to a satiny gleam, given him all the carrots I had in the fridge, and fetched him a bucket of water, probably the bottled stuff, not the tap. As if on cue, Leroy lifts his tail and does his business. “Not exactly box-trained,” I say and we both laugh.

I picture in my mind how the Valley highway stretches east forty miles until it hooks up with U.S. 101. All along its edges there are houses, farms, and acres of grassy rolling hills turned golden under the summer sun. As you move north, sprawling green fields of agricultural farms unfold where all manner of California produce is grown and harvested. Trucks rattle by full to the brim with gleaming tomatoes, and if you roll down your window, it smells like freshly made bruschetta. There are entire fields devoted to the artichoke, and in July, a festival for garlic. A hobo wouldn’t starve to death traveling this route, but Ness Butler isn’t a transient, she’s looking for a place where someone will allow her to send down a single root. It’s difficult to imagine there isn’t one barn in the Valley that won’t board her horse. “Did you try Vista del Oro?”

She nods. “No room at the inn.”

“The Gables? They have a huge barn.”

“Full up. And Happy Valley has been sold to a winemaker. Horses on their way out, grapes on the way in.”

“Yeah, I heard something about that. If the grape crops are lousy they’ll make gourmet vinegar.”

Meanwhile, Florencio walks the gelding around the fields left fallow these past few years when Sadie was ill. He’s all puffed up, like he just found something worthwhile to do, and I suppose he has, since I haven’t asked him to work on anything. There’s something about a black horse that brings out—in certain men—a conquistador spirit. Florencio, in his straw hat and white shirt, is muttering to Leroy so close to his muzzle he might be telling him a secret. I point. “Check that out. And people go on about the bond between women and horses.”

Ness looks down at her lap, where her hands lie neatly folded on her blue jeans. “Phoebe?”

“Yeah?”

“You seem to love horses.”

I touch the armrests of my chair; feel the comfortable leather, worn to familiar softness. “Oh, I do. From a distance, anyway. I’ve never actually ridden one, but they’re like art, aren’t they? Have you ever seen DaVinci’s drawings of horses? No? Oh my gosh, incredible. My aunt has this book—”

“If I was to sign Leroy over to you, would you promise me not to sell him to the dog-food people?”

My heart breaks. Slowly, deliberately, like I’m Leroy moving toward the carrot Florencio holds out, I come to the conclusion that there must be enough insurance on this farm to cover one horse and any possible accidents. I look over at the flowers bending in the afternoon wind. At Leroy’s tail swishing as Florencio walks him across this farm. At my few pieces of large statuary in the flower bed, gathering a fine sheen of moss. “Ness, tell you what. Leroy can stay here until you get things figured out. But you’ll have to buy some hay. All we have around here is fertilizer and straw, you know, for mulching the flowers.” Suddenly the thought occurs to me that perhaps mulching is what happens at this time of year, and that if I’m going to stay here, I had better read Sadie’s gardening journal.

Ness stands up and comes over to me. As if she belongs on Sadie’s land more than I do, she smells like some kind of tart flower. Her arms encircle my shoulders and chair, and her skin is smooth and warm. “Bless you, Phoebe.”

I guess she has me right then, because I am a sucker for anyone who hugs my chair.

Living careful is something I’ve done my entire life. I can’t afford to catch things like pneumonia, so I stay out of drafts. I eat healthy so that my heart, bless its hardworking faulty chambers, will stay as strong as it can. When I was at Shriners’, and the therapists were urging me toward an electric wheelchair, I held firm on the self-propelled kind. There were people who needed that motorized kind of help and there were people like me, who could lift weights and work hard at staying strong, even if they don’t do so well at walking. Even if it meant getting stuck sometimes, even if it meant the occasional humiliating fall, I wanted to be the one propelling myself. Sadie would approve of what I’ve done. She’d have broken out a bottle of champagne. James, however, will grill me. How much do you know about this person? Did you check her references? Can you describe the nature of her character? “I turned thirty-eight three weeks ago,” I say, but I don’t tell her my birthday was the day after my aunt died. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-five last December.”

“Do you mind if I ask you what Ness stands for?”

She puts her hand over her mouth. “Oh, please. Anything but that.”

“Why not? Is it Elliot Ness? Did your mother have a crush on that guy in The Untouchables?”

She laughs. “Not that I know of. My granny named me Preciousness. Which I never was by the way, and with a name like that, you find a nickname as soon as humanly possible. That’s my deepest secret, and it had better stay that way, you hear? I can’t afford to have folks find out that a female horse shoer looking for new clients is named—oh, don’t make me say it twice.”

“I understand. What about poor Leroy? Who named him?”

“Some racist idiot I thought I loved. Leroy and I’ve been friends twelve years now. I don’t even know of a single marriage that’s lasted that long, do you?”

The only one that comes to mind is my parents’. They were together long enough to have two children, a mortgage, and good insurance. When my father died, my mother completely switched personalities and left us kids baffled. Occasionally that bafflement turns to misery, because she deals with her problems in one of two ways: traveling or meddling. Sometimes I wish she’d get married again, just so it would take the heat off me, but widowhood suits her—there are cruises to take, causes to fight for, and best of all, so much free time to tell me how little she approves of my life. “Not really,” I say.

“That’s right,” Ness continues. “My feeling is a man will let you down, but a horse, now there’s a true partnership.”

I try to think what questions I could ask her that are important yet not too probing, something in the way of what a landlord might ask a prospective tenant. But I’m not any good at that, and as usual, I lead with my heart. “Does that mean there’s currently no man in your life?”

Her eyes glitter, and I can tell I’ve touched a hurt that’s barely scabbed over. “No man for me. How about you?”

“Ha.” I’m flattered she’d think there was one, impossible as it is with me in the chair. “Well, you want my humble opinion,” I say. “Except for Florencio, most men suck. Wait until you meet my brother Stinky. Let’s just say he’s aptly named.”

She grins and stretches her arms above her head. I envy the long, ropy muscles that flex and uncoil. She can lift any feed sack a man can, or my chair with me in it. She’s smart and laughs at my jokes. “Did you always want to be a farrier?”

“Heck, no. I had my sights set on a large animal veterinarian practice. Never could scrape the money together for school. But I’m good at what I do. I like it. What about you?”

“I’m doing it,” I tell her, pointing to the mobiles hanging in my aunt’s windows. “I make these clay ladies. Little People, the shop off Ocean Avenue across the highway? They sell them.”

She runs her fingers over the naked women hanging from the mobile. “Interesting in a weird sort of way, Phoebe,” she says. “What else have you done?”

I point out the clay flower women in the garden. Imagine cabbages, but instead of leaves, women’s faces emerging. Ness smiles politely. Then we go indoors and I show her my other work. “This is a mask I did a few years ago,” I say. It’s the most realistic thing I’ve ever attempted, and most people remark on it, but what Ness Butler lingers over is the mermaids. A year ago I was on an oceanic kick, and outfitted this whole season of clay ladies with swirling scaly green tails, even glue-gunned their behinds to various shells Sadie had collected in her travels. When my aunt’s pain got too bad and the morphine wasn’t kicking in quickly enough, the mermaids amused her. I remember making this one, curling it around her index finger like a ring. Sadie would shut her eyes, doze for a while, then wake with a start, and before the pain could grab hold of her and squeeze too tightly, she’d focus on the mermaid. That’s me before too long, Phoebe, she’d say, and I knew she was referring to her funeral wishes, cremation and ashes scattered off the coast.

“This is some kind of palace,” Ness says, looking up at the wooden ceiling crisscrossed with massive old beams. “Reminds me of that hotel in Yosemite. Ever been there?”

I shake my head no. “Not a lot of national parks with wheelchair ramps. But I’ve seen pictures of El Capitan and Bridal Veil Falls.”

“You could see a whole lot more on horseback,” Ness says offhandedly, as she wanders through the living room looking at Sadie’s paintings. “Nice art you have here,” she is saying. “If a body could get up mornings and look at paintings while she drank her coffee, the whole day might go better, huh?”

“Maybe.”

So I know a lot more about Ness (Preciousness!) than James would give me credit for. She works hard, is resourceful, and loves her grandma. She appreciates art, but if she doesn’t like something, has enough backbone to say so. Yes, she’s homeless, but that’s a temporary thing, and she’s proud of herself and desperate enough to give Leroy to a good home before she’d sell him.

We’re approaching the kitchen when I ask, “Ness, do you like to cook? It’s one of my passions.”

“Just point me to the pots and pans. I can cook vegetarian lasagne and squash casseroles and breads so full of whole grains they sand the plaque right off of your teeth. I don’t eat red meat ’cause all it does is support the cattle industry, which is wrecking the planet.” She quickly claps a hand over her mouth. “But I don’t judge people who want to eat it.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I hear you on that score. I only have one more question. How much rent do you think you can realistically afford to pay?” 

“Three-fifty, until I get me some new clients,” she says. “Are you asking me what I think you’re asking me?”

“I am.”

She looks away and says softly, “Oh, Phoebe.”

And so in the space of a month I find myself having scattered my beloved aunt’s ashes at sea and having received an embarrassment of riches, including a forty-acre farm, two luxury automobiles, a horse to keep my farm manager happy, my first ever roommate, and who knows, maybe a friend.

“I need to see about the hay situation for Leroy,” she says excitedly. “You think Florencio would mind if we borrowed the truck?”

“I have a car,” I tell her. “In fact, I have two of them.” She follows me out to the garage, where the black Jag and the yellow Mercedes sit gassed up and ready to rumble. Sadie sold the farm pickup to Florencio when she got sick, but every day he starts her cars up like any minute she’ll be back. “You think the Jag’s trunk will hold a bale of hay?”

“Damn, girl,” is all Ness can say when I throw her the keys. 
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Breaking Camp

Ness




WHILE I PACK UP MY THINGS, the creek trickles along, sliding over the rocks and fallen oak limbs like it’s humming a lullaby. At night I’d’ve given anything for it to sound that way, calming, reassuring, but the truth is not even a fifth of whiskey could have settled me down. I wanted to be anyplace else, to be anybody else, but me was who I got stuck with. Now it feels strange to leave my camp. I can’t say I was comfortable here, but I did feel at home.

Poor Leroy—I’ve got him so loaded up he looks like a pack mule—my sleeping bag, a cooking pot tied to the saddle horn, my carrying case of shoeing equipment looped over that. I circle the campsite twice to make sure no trace of me is left behind. Sometimes things look clean, but you scratch the surface and it’s a whole different story. Something always stays behind when you leave a place, even if it’s just bent weeds or the smooth patch in the dirt where you laid out your bedroll. I tell myself not to feel so bad about the damage I did here, that Mother Earth knows how to renew herself just fine and maybe someday I’ll believe it. Likely a year from now, some hiker will stop to soak his toes in the water and never in a million years guess that just where he’s sitting, my life’s most major drama unfolded. It’s not like I want to dwell on it, but how can I not, when it feels as if I dwell inside the unthinkable?

Well, it’s getting close to dinnertime, and I know I should leave, but I might sit just a while longer and listen to the water flow. Sounds like peace to me, just out of my reach but near enough I crave it. I think of all the nights I sat here crying over Jake Rayburn. To say I loved the fool doesn’t begin to explain things. I thought I knew Jake as good as I know Leroy—what foods interfered with his digestion, just where he liked to be scratched, that if the gate wasn’t one hundred percent latched he’d sneak out of the corral and party until morning—got that last part right, anyway.

When Jake told me he’d tested positive for the AIDS virus, I thought it was some kind of sick joke he was playing and I slapped him. In horses, they call that the fight-or-flight response, and that was me in fight mode. When he said I should get myself tested, too, I felt blanched, like my skin had been peeled clean off by a pail of scalding water. I could see it in his eyes; Jake wanted me to comfort him, maybe even to give him sex. For once in my life, I couldn’t be his everything. I waited until dark, took Leroy, and hightailed it out of there, which is the flight part of fear, when the animal sees its enemy clearly and finally gets smart. By taking his horse, I committed a criminal act that’s punishable by fines and maybe even jail. But knowing Jake, once the news settled in that he couldn’t have indiscriminate relations with every female who crossed his path, he’d get out the whip and whale on whichever of the horses was handy. He’s that way, sometimes, and as much as I hate it I understand where it comes from. Leroy’s such a lamb he’d just stand there and take whatever Jake dished out. So I stole Leroy and rode all night, and when I couldn’t ride any more I stopped here by Bad Girl Creek and I laid down in my sleeping bag staring up at the night sky and hyperventilating while I listened to Leroy snort around in the weeds. Even at night I could see the water, such a pretty ribbon cutting through the dry hills. I wonder what happened here to give it that name. I wondered a lot of things that night while I set up my camp and cried. After the tears stopped I got quiet and sleepy. Maybe I believed that so long as we were camped here, our lives existed outside any medical diagnosis.

The ranger was pretty nice the first time he came across my camp. The second time he gave me a talking-to about human waste contaminating the water table, which eventually dumps into the Pacific Ocean, and how there are campsites with restroom facilities in Arroyo Contento twenty miles down the road for ten dollars a night. It doesn’t take a ball player to know that three strikes mean you’re out, so I started looking for a place. Kind of shocked me how many people said no outright. It’s not like I’m the only black person in this valley, either, but I guess all the others must be movie stars. Never expected to be rooming with a white girl, but I guess I can live with anything temporarily.

This Phoebe. On general principle I’m wary of Caucasians. Probably she figures that her being confined to the wheelchair evens us out. But she doesn’t know the burden I’m carrying. She doesn’t need to know, I tell myself. Keeping my distance is mandatory now. I’ll be cheerful, help with chores, find another job, and as soon as I can manage better, move on. I’m thinking maybe Arizona—someplace with a nice, dry climate, clean air, and cowboys in tight jeans.
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“LET ME DO THE DISHES,” I tell Phoebe that night when we finish eating our supper—a hearty potato soup and whole-wheat muffins she whipped together in under an hour. The soup was so good I helped myself to seconds, and the muffins are perfect for mopping the bowl clean.

“Not on your first night here,” she argues. “Go take a hot bath and relax. After camping you deserve some pampering.”

“But I love to do dishes. Where do you keep your dish-washing gloves?”

“Fine. Have it your way. They’re under the sink,” she says, and sits at the table watching me work. “Um, Ness, why are you adding bleach to the dishwater?”

“My Granny Shirley taught me that,” I tell her. “To chase away cooties.” 

“Granny Shirley, huh?”

“Yes, ma’am. The Queen of Clean.”

Phoebe lets it go at that.
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AFTER SUPPER, she shows me where the laundry is and I throw in my jeans and panties. She wheels along the hallway, opening doors to empty bedrooms. “You can take any room besides this one,” she says, coming to the last. It faces the barn and has French doors that open onto the porch. The decorating scheme is gold with black accents—we’re talking glossy lacquered furniture, an old Chinese chest of drawers, a silk chaise near the windows, and heavy brocade drapes. Phoebe about swims in the space, so I’m guessing that without changing one thing she moved into her late aunt’s digs. The other four bedrooms are spaced around the great room, kind of like the corners of a castle. Full bathrooms connect them, with nice old tile and in one case, a chin-deep clawfoot tub. I settle on the room at the opposite corner of the house from Phoebe’s, mostly because it’s such a far cry from a cot in a barn office. Inside there’s an iron bedstead with a double mattress covered with a flowered spread laden with satiny throw pillows. The dresser and bedside table are dark oak, antique. I walk into the closet and pull on the overhead light and stare at the empty shoe cubbies, the rods with the satin-covered hangers. It all reminds me of an old-time hotel, where wealthy guests check in for the summer season and end up returning for years.

“Okay if I take this one?” I ask Phoebe.

She nods, hardly looking. “Sure. The bed’s already made up. See you in the morning. Sleep well.”

“Wait a second. You need any help getting to bed?”

The look she gives me could peel the wallpaper right off the walls.

She clutches the arms of her wheelchair, and in this tiny voice chews me a new one. “Let’s get one thing straight, Ness. I didn’t offer you a room so you’d be my attendant. I can take care of myself; have been for a long time. As my roommate, you can come and go as you please. You’re not to worry about me, okay?”

“Not a problem.”

She wheels herself down the hall and after a few minutes, I hear her door click shut. Well, I guess I touched her itchy spot. I’m as good as alone in this strange place. I hear Leroy neighing from the corral. He’s used to snacking on grass and sorry that pastime’s ended. I’ll go out and say good-night to him after I take a shower. I check out the bathroom and find it fully equipped—shampoo, conditioner, soap, razor, toothbrush, paste, fluffy towels—a fancy product line like you’d find in a spa, not that trial-size stuff from the drugstore. I study the razor and wonder what happens if I cut myself with it. Granny Shirley’s drilled it into me that suicide is like slapping God in the face, but does He really want his children to suffer with a disease that wastes them to bones? What happens if I accidentally nick myself, bleed all over the bathroom, and maybe leave a sliver of my skin behind in the blade, and someone like Phoebe uses it? Will she be exposed to what I more than likely have?

I decide to let my armpits and legs grow out, like a hippie girl. Got a good start going in that department anyway. The feeling of hot water hitting my neck is so reassuring and kindly that out of nowhere comes this sob that I try to stifle with a washcloth. I take deep breaths, kneel down there in the shower stall and hug myself hard.

Right about this time of night, Granny Shirley is kneeling, too, on a pillow she keeps at her bedside so she can say her prayers. She never forgets to ask God to bless me. I don’t believe in praying for what I haven’t earned. The most I can manage is Whoever’s responsible, thanks for the shower.
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AS I’M COMING IN from the barn, checking on Leroy one last time, I hear Phoebe on the kitchen phone, saying, “Those are just the taxes? Are you sure? But Malcolm, that’s almost like paying a mortgage on a house. You know I’m on a limited income. Does this mean I have to sell the property?” 

All night my first night, when I should be sleeping like a baby in these soft sheets, I toss and turn and worry about what I heard Phoebe say.
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NEXT MORNING when I get up to feed, I come across Florencio tinkering with a small tractor. Leroy’s munching on a fatter flake of hay than I would have given him. “Thanks for tending my horse,” I say. “You don’t have to make a habit of it.”

Florencio drops one tool in the dirt and picks up another. “De nada. That’s a real nice horse. Por supuesto, I know horses, and that one, he’s a good fellow. You had him long?”

A prickle of alarm travels halfway up my spine. How well does he know horses? Does he bet on them at the track? Could he possibly know Jake? I figure the best approach is to soft-pedal things. “Lots of nice horses in this valley, aren’t there? Old Leroy here, he’s a plug, but he does have a pretty coat.”

“Si.”

I stretch my arms out in the sun and change the subject. “So, how big is this place?”

Florencio brushes his arms clean of dust. Lovingly, he pats the tractor seat. “Hop on. I give you a tour of the farm.”

He drives me around the fields where all types of plants are growing. The air is hot and dry, but the smell of flowers comes through. The sunflowers’ big droopy heads look like they’ve been looted; the blackbirds are so bent on picking them clean. It’s a little spooky how intensely they go at it. And I never knew poppies came in colors besides that yellow-gold, but they do, pink, red, and white. The endless rows of them make the field look as if a pirate hurried through spilling doubloons from his treasure chest.

“Mum, aster, anemone,” Florencio says. “They blooming next month.”

“Man, that’s a mess of flowers. What do you do with them?”

His proud face scans each row. “Nada.”

“Nothing?”

“Señora Sadie used to sell them to florists. By this time of year, we’re usually working hard on Christmas crops.” 

“We?”

“Well, it’s just me now. The others were let go a long time back. Got to wait to see what Señorita Phoebe care to do.”

“Seems like a waste to let good flowers die on the vine.”

He touches my arm and I have to remind myself not to flinch, that skin-to-skin contact won’t infect anybody. “Flowers never a waste. If nothing else, they feed the ojo,” and he taps at the corner of one dark eye.

He lets me off at the greenhouses, these massive buildings with cloudy glass windows. Inside the first one are thousands of green plastic pots. What appear to be sticks pop up from the earth inside them, and an intricate watering system overhead feeds each stick. Underfoot, the gravelly floor crunches against my boots. The air feels thick and ripe, as if this is what it must be like to walk around inside somebody’s lungs. I touch leaves and wonder who Jake’s got his fingers on this very moment, what poor doomed woman is waking up next to him thinking she just hit the lover-man jackpot.

Outside I hear Florencio stop the tractor. “What kind of plants are these?” I say, pointing at the greenhouse contents.

“A few orchid, mostly poinsettia.”

“There’s about a million of them.”

“Si, we used to sell them every year. Sadie’s poinsettia. People coming from as far away as San Jose to buy. Not the last two years, though. She was too enferma. But I keep the cuttings going because it’s a crime to lose stock she work thirty años to create.”

“And what’s this flat of dirt?”

He smiles. “Not dirt. My worm castings farm.”

“Castings?”

Now he gives me a wink. “What the worms leave behind after dinner.”

“Ick. Forget I asked.”

He laughs and hands me an orchid in a six-inch pot. It’s amazing, this deeply purple-throated thing shaped like a lady’s vagina. “The Aztecs believe orchid bring strength to a warrior. Take one up to the house. Put in your room.”

I smile. “Do I look like a warrior to you?” 

“For a long time Phoebe need a friend like you,” he says. “You will cheer her up.”

No, I think, no matter how many flowers bloom around here, the longer I stay, the less the possibility is that Phoebe will be cheered up about anything.
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I SWEAR THE GIRL READS almost as much as Granny Shirley does, but she goes in for murder mysteries, whereas Granny Shirley reads only one book, the Bible, which I suppose is one big murder mystery, too. Once a week these boxes arrive by UPS to the farmhouse, delivered by this short, buff Latino who hangs around until Phoebe opens the package. His name’s Juan, and he looks like an overgrown Boy Scout in his brown shorts and shirt. Juan always says he’s worried a book might have gotten damaged in the shipping process, but I think he just likes telling Phoebe jokes and making her laugh. Got to admit, she has a laugh you don’t get tired of, high and light, sort of like Tinkerbell. For as long as he stays, Phoebe’s happy, engaged in the business of living, but the minute he drives away in the cloud of dust his van kicks up, she stares down the lane for a long while. Then her face closes in on itself like one of the vine flowers along the fence. I’ve learned that by watching these flowers, which Florencio refers to as weeds, you can tell time, or when it’s four o’clock, anyway. So far, those flowers are the only practical things I can see happening around the farm.

If Phoebe’s not reading, she’s working on the clay sculptures she showed me the first day I met her. Her fingers, like everything else about her, are so small they look like a child’s. One of her index fingers is misshapen from arthritis, but doesn’t seem to interfere when it comes to the clay. She cranks out the mobiles at the rate of three an hour. When she finishes one, she tallies its type onto a yellow pad and then she begins the next one. On days when I have nothing to do—there are more than a few of them, I hate to admit, looking for shoeing clients is not going as well as I’d hoped—I sit by Phoebe and watch her fingers pinch and prod the clay into shapes. 

“Make a horse,” I tell her after I’ve been there three weeks without finding a single steady client.

She pulls off a length of black clay and in a few minutes she holds a miniature Leroy in her palm.

“Wow. That’s great.”

“You try it,” she tells me, offering the clay.

“No thanks, I have no artistic talent whatsoever. I can’t even draw a decent circle. Whole thing seems like magic to me.”

“It’s a little mysterious,” Phoebe allows. “At least it keeps me from thinking about my problems.”

When she says problems, I hear a door creak open, and I jump in, feet first. “Florencio showed me the greenhouse,” I say. “Whole lot of poinsettia plants in there. He said your aunt used to sell them. That true?”

Phoebe nods, then looks away.

“So why don’t you keep up the tradition?”

She snorts. “Like I know the first thing about growing poinsettias, let alone selling them.”

“Well, shoot. How hard can it be? Florencio does most of the work. You put an ad in the paper, sell plants, take peoples’ money, your bills get paid.”

Her eyes narrow at me and I force myself not to look away. I can tell she thinks I overheard her on the phone. So what? I’m out of here in a few weeks, max, on my way to sunnier climes. I have a couple hundred saved now, and if in the next few weeks I can double that money, I’ll have enough to ship Leroy by transport to Glendale, Arizona, to a ranch that needs farriers and will let me room and board. But I’m a little jealous—Phoebe sitting on this goldmine while I have to practically give my services away to get someone to trust me with their horse. Consider this my parting gift.

“Ness, there’s a little more to running a flower farm than positive thinking.”

“And that means fear of failure should stop you from trying?”

Delicately, she sets the black clay horse down on the cookie sheet next to the mobiles. “Do you happen to know where the word poinsettia comes from?” 

Her face is tight. I’ve probably blown my setup here, but once I get my hackles up, I find it hard to back down. “No, but I can cuss in three languages. Want to hear?”

“Not really. Let me tell you about poinsettias. The word’s got Mexican origins, after Dr. Joel Roberts Poinsett, ambassador to Mexico in the 1820s. Poinsettismo. He was pushy and intrusive, too.”

I lean back in my chair and study this white girl who probably weighs about as much as both my legs. “You’re right, this ain’t any of my business. What you should do is let those flowers rot on the stem. That would have made your dear departed aunt really happy.”

She’s bristling now, her neck hair up and twitching. “What gives you, a perfect stranger, the right to presume to know anything about my aunt?”

“Girl, you think black folks don’t know squat about grief? Or maybe we’re just not welcome at your pity parade.”

“It’s not a freaking parade!” she hollers, and rolls her chair away a few inches, surprising me with the strength in her small, muscled arms. When she stops, her arms lie flaccid at her sides and her voice grows soft. “I’m lost without her, I swear. I don’t even know what to do with myself. Maybe James was right, this is too much for me.”

I pick up a piece of the black clay and use my fingers to press it into a cube. I set it down on the table and make another, then stack it on the other one, and continue along, waiting.

Phoebe rolls her chair back. She bends her head down and begins wrapping the remaining clay into cellophane. After the colors are lined up from light to dark, she says, “Sorry. I haven’t been getting much sleep lately. I lie there and think about how much work it takes to run this place, and how even if I could walk enough to help Florencio, it still wouldn’t be enough to get the plants ready to sell. Why did Sadie leave me the place if I can’t afford to run it?” One tear escapes and she scrubs it away.

I’ve got a real good start on a clay wall going. I expect Phoebe to either mush it all together or begin adding to it, but she just lets it sit there drying out. Part of me thinks I should go indoors before she asks me to, pack my bag, and ride out of here. Last thing I need is another set of problems. But I need to save money. I have to stay unless she kicks me out. Something makes me open my big mouth again. “Mourning takes time, Phoebe. But that doesn’t mean you can’t get some work done. People been living their lives side by side with sadness for as long as anyone can remember, and the world still manages to spin. I’m telling you, with a little effort, I think you could sell those plants.”

She shakes her head. “Sadie had four people to run this farm. I only have Florencio.”

“You already got another person—me.” Oh, the minute I say that I feel sick with regret.

She smiles gamely. “Thanks, that’s a nice idea, but I couldn’t afford to pay anyone until the poinsettias were sold, providing we sold enough of them, and Christmas is months away. I’m barely paying Florencio’s wages as it is.”

“Offer collateral.”

“What do I have for collateral? Back issues of Active Disabled?”

“What’s that?”

“This awful magazine my mother keeps sending me.”

“Ugh. Give them to the library. Use them as mulch. What about your place, Phoebe? Odds are I’m not the only homeless girl in this area. Other people need to board horses. Rent out your empty bedrooms. Fill up the barn. You’d have cash in your pockets immediately.”

“But what if I chose wrong, and the renters were awful to live with?”

She’s so much the doom-and-gloom queen today I could give her a little slap and not feel bad about it. But instead I break my rule about not getting involved. “You think there aren’t ways around that? Goodness, girl, you just have to be a little creative. Give me that pad and pencil. We’ll write us an ad so that we weed out people who aren’t our type.” We. What am I saying?

“But Ness,” she asks. “Isn’t that discrimination?” 

And we take good long looks at each other and suddenly it seems like the funniest thing in the world for us to be worrying about. So. One more month here won’t kill me, and if it does, well, at least I’ll have avoided the bad stuff that comes along with Jake’s parting gift. It’s not like Arizona’s going anyplace. 
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Macaroni Boy Revelations

Nance




TO ALL THOSE SCIENTISTS OUT THERE conducting studies on the effect of stress on middle-aged women, when’s my turn to interview? On the way over here, the following things happened:

1. I narrowly missed getting sideswiped by some old geezer in a Cadillac, who just had to pass me so that he could drive thirty miles an hour in a forty-five zone,

2. for no reason that I can discern, I was flipped the bird by a kid on a skateboard, and

3. for complete and total humiliation, I was pulled over by a cop who accused me of driving too slow!

“But, Officer,” I tried to explain. “I was forced to drive thirty in order not to tailgate the geezer in the Cadillac who passed me.”

“Geezer?” he said, curling his mustachioed upper lip as if the minor epithet wasn’t part of his vocabulary. “Ma’am, the speed limit on Valley Road is forty-five, and if you can’t keep up with the flow of traffic, I suggest you buy yourself a bicycle.”

Officer Stern, Badge 99504, made me sign a written warning, which is not the same thing as a ticket, but still has the power to make a woman cry. For about thirty seconds I wished that Duchess, riding shotgun, were a rottweiler instead of the mellowest ten-year-old Labrador retriever on the planet. I didn’t want her to break the skin exactly, just show her teeth and make Badge Boy back off. Alas, Duchess only shows her teeth when I come at her with a toothbrush and poultry-flavored toothpaste.

But anyway, I’m an hour early to meet Phoebe DeThomas, the woman who ran the ad in the paper. I’m perennially early for things, which makes me a terrific employee and a bad person to cheat on. The ad said she was conducting “a study of middle-aged women who owned pets and had experienced difficulty locating housing,” and that my participation in her survey would “contribute to the great body of women’s studies.” Her master’s thesis, I figured, what a great topic. Why not help out? I certainly met the qualifications. Little did I know the thing itself might compromise my stress. . . . So I called, she sent the questionnaire; I filled it out and sent it back. A few days later, Phoebe phoned me and asked if I would meet her here to go over my answers in person. Good thing I kept a copy.

I parked Rhoda, my four-wheel drive Rodeo, under the restaurant eaves and checked out the sign to make sure this was Katy’s Diner. The neon over the newly painted faux wagon wheel swinging doors assured me it was. Today’s breakfast special was the $2.99 cowgirl omelet. Four egg whites, cottage cheese, fresh melon, and coffee. I figured I’d eat while I reviewed my copy of the answers. I’ve filled out some questionnaires in my time, but this ten-page document was something else entirely.

Question #1. Describe the circumstances under which youbegan seeking housing.

Lord, how many pages am I allowed? I lived with Rick Heinrich for three years, but I can’t honestly say he lived with me. Sure, he ate the dinners I made and let me fold his laundry. Things weren’t always so tacky. In the beginning, I left him photographs in his mail slot at the magazine where we both worked. You know that old saw, a picture is worth a thousand words? I chose images I knew would speak to his soul, like one of a fly fisherman whipping his line above the water, and in another, a field of unrelenting sunflowers, the only kind of flower he didn’t deem “girly.” 

“Don’t stop, Nance,” he used to beg me. “I live for those pictures.”

Well, “live” eventually changed vowels and turned to “love.” I moved into his one-bedroom condo that was stuffed with books and more CDs than any one person could ever listen to in a lifetime, not to mention these aging rock music posters on the bedroom walls that should have been my first clue. A man almost fifty ought to be past all that, or at least keep it hidden in a box in the closet.

Rick was big on promises. He said we’d marry, and that before I turned forty we’d have a baby. I’m thirty-nine and the only stretch marks I have are from yo-yo dieting. He insisted he’d pay back the ten thousand dollars he borrowed from me to pay off his delinquent student loan. He did, but he had to borrow ten thousand dollars from his brother in order to do it. Duchess and I spent five out of seven nights a week alone while he covered concerts and interviewed rock stars passing through Portland on their way to fame and glory even though as a part-time photographer for the magazine, at any time he could have asked me to come along.

One morning I woke up and realized that I was going to turn forty no matter what. My viable eggs had a serious shelf-life problem. I had been politely rebuffing perfectly decent men because of a relationship that was committed on one side only. I knew then that if the condo caught fire, and I had only enough time to save Duchess or Rick, Rick would have been the crispy critter. I packed up my suitcase and headed to my mom’s in Cannon Beach for a couple of weeks. She was between men herself, and we had a good time for about three days, which is pretty much our limit. She showed me her latest paintings and I pretended to like them. She had too much to drink every night and wailed about being disinherited. Just before she got to the passing-out stage I’d ask her who my real father was, but damn it all, her tongue never got loose enough to tell me.

I figured my absence would give Rick the idea I meant business.

While I was gone, he bought an aqua-blue Barcalounger re cliner with, I am not exaggerating, a tiny, built-in refrigerator in the side. The sight of him in that fake leather womb-coffin, his eyes fixed on the television, the beer only an arm’s reach away, well, somehow that did it for me.

Question #2. How long have you had your pet? Describehis/her impact on your life.

Duchess? Nine glorious years. When I rescued her from the pound, she was skin and bones. She shied every time I so much as lifted my hand to brush her hair. Whoever abused her did a thorough job. Rick was never mean to her, but she could tell he didn’t love her. “Give me a big, dumb dog any day,” he used to say, right within earshot, and believe me, Duchess is not stupid. She’s been with me through good times and bad, including this lousy stretch of housing search. Let’s just say the impact she’s made on my life has me spending seventy-nine dollars a night to stay in a hotel that allows pets. Thank-you, Visa gold card.

When my cowgirl omelet arrives in high-protein splendor, along with a side of bacon, I set my papers down and call out to the waitress. “Excuse me, not that I’d mind eating it, but I didn’t order this bacon.”

She’s small and dark-skinned, and wears three earrings on her left lobe. “The side of bacon’s for your dog,” she says, “compliments of Ramon—” and she points her order pad at the cook, who waves from behind the counter. He’s flirting all right, just not with me. By his smile it’s apparent he has a thing for the waitress, who bends over, causing her skirt to hike up, as she serves Duchess. That’s proof there’s no end to my dog’s magic. My good girl, sitting so quietly waiting for me, is bringing a couple closer and getting a free breakfast in the bargain.

Question #3. Describe your lowest moment in your housingsearch. Be honest. Your answers will be kept confidential.

Gosh, this omelet’s wonderful—just the right amount of seasoning—and the cantaloupe’s freshly cut, no wilted edges. I set my fork down to reread my longest answer. How could I condense the three most humiliating days of my life onto an [image: Image]-by-11-inch piece of paper? A long time ago, I had aspirations to become a writer. Nothing world shattering, just good old-fashioned books people could check out of the library. The longer I lived with Rick, though, the less I felt like writing. He had a journalist’s formula, from which he never varied:


	Craft your story like a fish hook

	Pull the reader in

	Tease him into thinking he’s going to get away

	Then grab him by the gills and get out your cutting knife or

	Use him as bait for a bigger story



Before I can reread my answer, however, these two women come into the diner. The one in the wheelchair looks like my old Patty Playpal doll, porcelain complexion and big dark eyes. She can’t be over four feet five inches. The tall black woman with her is dressed in skin-tight jeans, a tank top, and a belt buckle as big as a saucer. The muscles in her arms are a little frightening. She’s wearing scuffed up knee-high English riding boots and looks as if she just stepped out of the Sundance catalog after kicking Robert Redford’s butt clear across Montana. They smile at me knowingly. Oh, my sweet Lord in heaven, which one of them is Phoebe? They obviously know me—I described myself to a tee: short blond hair, red leather bolero jacket, and yellow Labrador retriever.

“Hello, there. Won’t you have a seat?” I say, my Southern manners rising to the occasion, and then I blush madly because obviously the one in the wheelchair already has a seat. The black girl laughs heartily, and I just know she can see up my family tree clear back to my great-great-granddaddy Mattox who used to own slaves.

“Nance?” the one in the wheelchair says. I nod. “Nice to meet you. I’m Phoebe, and this is my housemate, Ness Butler. Your questionnaire intrigued us, particularly the answer to question three. Do you mind if I read it out loud?”

Before I can shake my head no she clears her throat and in that tiny, high-pitched voice, begins reading:

“Why I Despise the Evening Primrose Flower”


a very short story by N. J. Mattox 

The advertisement in the Messenger looked too good to be true: For rent, month-to-month, one-bedroom cottage on Emerald Drive, $850, utilities included.

The first thing that caught my eye was the lack of a “no pets” caveat. With shaking hands, I dialed the phone number. Three solid weeks of unsuccessful house hunting will do that to anybody. “Bayborough Realty,” a woman’s voice, thick with a history of cigarettes, answered. “How may I assist?”

Be friendly, I told myself. Don’t sound desperate. “Hello. I’m interested in the one-bedroom on Emerald Drive you advertised. Is it still available?”

“Yes, dear. In fact, I’m showing it to several prospective tenants this evening.”

Stay cool, be brief, and get to the point. “I’d like to see it. Would it be possible to also make an appointment?”

The craggy voice hesitated. “Why don’t you drive by and take a look first? It’s very small, dear, and only the one bedroom. If you like what you see, call back and ask to speak to Babs.”

Already rented, I told myself, or worse yet, she has a relative who wants it. Still, what could it hurt to look? “Thank you, Babs, I’ll do that. Can you give me the address?”

This time the pause on Babs’s end was infinitely more telling. I got the feeling that I had somehow sunk my tug without leaving the harbor. “Dear, the houses in Bayborough-by-the-Sea don’t have street addresses, they’re named. Look for Evening Primrose; it’s seven houses down on the left. Do you think you can find it?”

No, I’m blind and illiterate. Keep your cool, Nance. Just say thank you and hang up, which I did. “I have a feeling about this one,” I said to Duchess, who thumped her majestic yellow tail against the nappy motel carpet. “Keep your paws crossed and say a doggie Hail Mary.”

Duchess rose elegantly to her feet. We’d been staying at the Sierra Grove hotel for almost a month. At night, she’d curl up on her rug at the foot of my bed and delicately snore, which blended perfectly with the sound of the ocean waves. I’d lie on top of the bed and stare at the ceiling, praying for forgiveness for my most recent wicked thoughts. They’re not really that bad—just stuff a woman wishes on a man who didn’t work out. Intractable acne, having to go back to work delivering papers instead of writing for Portland’s hippest weekly, and with whatever foolish female next occupies his bed, may he forever experience the limpest of willies.

Duchess and I had driven south to this quaint (read expensive) California beach town, looking to start over in a place that would fill our hearts with gladness—and if it wasn’t too much trouble, possibly a little more sunshine. I knew I could find work, but I never expected the housing thing would turn out to be such a butt-kicker. Evening Primrose—such a romantic name for a house—naming houses, much preferable to numbers, I thought.

I parked across the narrow street and hooked Duchess to her leash. The house was like something out of the fairytale books I used to read as a kid. Small, with a steeply pitched roof, snow-white clapboard, break-your-heart-blue shutters, leaded glass windows, French doors. The roof shingles were arranged in a wavy, gingerbread pattern. On the door someone had painted in cursive script EVENING PRIMROSE. On either side of the door flowers were stenciled in melon pink, Easter basket lilac, and a bridesmaid’s seafoam green color that matched the waves, which I reminded myself, were less than six blocks away—a good daily constitutional for Duchess.

I knew this house was just what I needed to get over Rick. Long, thoughtful walks to the sand at sunset. Driftwood fires on the beach. Winter storms outside, Duchess and me cozy in front of the crackling fireplace. When I pulled the iron patio furniture over so I could stand on it and peek in the bedroom window, I saw that there was enough room for my antique double bed and dresser, but not much else. It was a good thing I am only five feet two inches tall, because this place was hobbit-sized—but still perfect. I pulled out my cell phone and punched REDIAL.

“I’d like to put a deposit down on Evening Primrose,” I told Babs of Bayborough Realty. “This house is exactly what I am looking for.”

“Dear, I’m afraid it isn’t that simple. There is an application process. You’ll need to come in and fill out the forms.”

“Certainly,” I said. “By the way, pets are allowed, aren’t they? I have a dog.” A very good dog, I thought, and winked at Duchess, who was eyeing the local squirrel population with interest.

“Oh, a dog. How much does he weigh?”

“She’s a small retriever,” I said, “forty-five pounds. And doesn’t bark, she’s very gentle. She even lets little kids yank on her ears.” Shut up, Nance, I warned myself. You’re doing it again, offering more information than asked for, and lying, because there are days Duchess barks at shadows and not even a new rawhide chew toy will quiet her.

Babs wasn’t there when I filled out the form. I paper-clipped a copy of my TRW to the application—excellent credit, despite Rick—along with a photo of Duchess I took for my sample book. She sported a pink ribbon, and very delicately, in her teeth, she held the handle of a basket of wildflowers. I wondered if there was any evening primrose in the bouquet, because that would be a terrific omen.

One sleepless night passed, slower than the time it takes to heal a broken heart. On Sunday, Babs called. I drove over to meet Emily and Thomas Guinness, a lovely older couple who’d bought Evening Primrose thirty years ago and used her as a beach house getaway. Emily had been a kindergarten teacher; Thomas sold insurance. I grew up in various places, but I’m the only daughter of a Southern mother who insisted I learn how to mix a martini and deliver small talk in a slight Alabama drawl and to stress good breeding above all else. I was pretty sure I had the Guinnesses won over. We were laughing and talking about all kinds of subjects when they asked to meet Duchess. I brought my best friend in from the Rodeo where she had been napping. Just like a good Southern dog, she offered to shake paws, then laid down in the sunlight so it hit her flanks and lit up her clean, yellow fur. The Guinnesses oohed and ahhed over her, said they had another tenant to interview, and I would be getting a call.

I knew I had the cottage. I just knew it.

Duchess and I celebrated by going to the local nursery and buying plants to fill the empty window boxes. We spent twenty dollars on pony packs of alyssum, baby’s tears, and I even figured out which flowers were primrose and bought those, too. I was loading them into the Rodeo when the call came.

“Ms. Mattox? Babs of Bayborough Realty here. I’m so sorry. The Guinnesses have decided to rent Primrose Cottage to another applicant.”

Maybe Babs felt sorry for me. Maybe she just didn’t want to lose out on another commission. Because after a pause, she whispered confidentially, “They simply felt your dog was too large for the house.”
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