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1

Sad to the Bone




I should have known that Momma would be late for her own funeral.

She’d been late for everything else in her life, so it seemed appropriate that she’d be delayed in death. Some of my earliest memories involved being hauled down the road by Momma, late for this or that appointment or lunch or meeting. I think that’s why Daddy went the way he did, quietly sitting in the car in front of Doreen’s Curl Up ’n’ Dye Salon de Beauté. He died of waiting for Momma.

“Well, it’s not really her fault,” my sister, Earlene, said. “Wayne was trying to bring her ashes through the airport security, and you know Wayne, he gets a little excited.”

“A little excited,” I repeated, looking around Momma’s house. The casseroles and floral arrangements were already piling up on the kitchen table, and the place smelled like a funeral home. Only we couldn’t have the funeral because we didn’t have Momma’s ashes, thanks to Wayne, who doesn’t get a little excited, he gets a whole lot excited. But then, Wayne hasn’t been right since Vietnam, and he wasn’t even in the military.

“Why the hell did Momma have to go and die in Florida, anyway?” I asked, peeling off my rain slicker. The house seemed strange, as if Momma would come through the door at any minute, fussing over the food and flowers, lighting up a Kool before she turned her attention to clucking at Earlene and me.

My older sister had already given up any pretense of trying to set Momma’s kitchen in order and was collapsed in a chair, staring at a coconut cake some Methodist Women’s Association lady had dropped off the minute she’d heard the news.

In Oysterback, a death is big news. A town this isolated depends on births, deaths, and criminal behavior for current events, and the definition of a good woman is one who has a freezer full of corn pudding and stringbean casseroles at the ready.

“Momma died in Florida because she was down there trying to get Wayne straightened out, as you very well know.” Earlene was a martyr to the end. Her attention had drifted to a plate of cookies covered with foil. She eased the corner up a little and peeked inside. “Miss Carlotta Hackett’s black walnut drops,” she pronounced, helping herself to one.

I sat down at the kitchen table opposite her. “Well, I guess it didn’t work, did it.” I lifted a bit of Saran Wrap and peered at a Sunrise Surprise Pecan Jell-O mold. Evidently, Miss Nettie Leery had already come to pay her respects. With the tip of my finger, I swiped a pecan off the top and licked at the Cool Whip. “Just tell me what she was doing with that alligator, that’s all.”

My sister looked at me as if she were seeing me for the first time. Maybe she was just recalling that she swore, when last we met, that she’d never speak to me again.

“It was an accident,” she hissed at me. “A terrible, terrible, most unfortunate accident, and I don’t want to hear you say anything different to anyone, you hear?”

”An unfortunate accident with a Florida reptile? The damn alligator ate her, Wayne said!” I eyed Earlene indignantly. It was just like her to put a mealymouth spin on everything. While I considered Momma being eaten by a alligator somewhat romantic, all my sister could see was that it might shock the neighbors. Like you could really shock anyone in Oysterback.

My sister pressed a corner of Kleenex to her lips. “Mind your mouth, Carrie,” she muttered. “Momma was peering down into the alligator pit at Gator Gardens and she had a heart attack and fell in. It was an unfortunate accident. And that thing didn’t eat her! It just mauled her a little, that’s all. How can you sit there and talk about your own mother like that?”

I decided that if I didn’t want to see Earlene have a fullblown case of hysterics, I’d best keep my mouth shut. Denial is a way of life for her. Otherwise, why would she stay married to boring old Romilar? Nonetheless, now that I had broken my neck to get here, she and I were fighting. It was just like old times. Call Vince MacMahon and get a Steel Cage Wrestling match going.

“Who told you Momma was eaten by an alligator?” she asked after swallowing a couple more cookies. Earlene is nothing if not nosy.

“Wayne, of course. He called me up three days ago and said that Momma was eaten by a sixteen-foot-long alligator at Gator Gardens, outside of Homosassa Springs.”

“Well, isn’t that just what you’d expect from Wayne?” Earlene asked the cake. “She had a heart attack, Charmaine, a heart attack!”

“Wayne said she fell into the alligator pit.” She knows I hate it when she calls me Charmaine, which is my given name. It sounds either like some bimbo in a toga movie or some bimbo who lives in a trailer park. I became Carrie as soon as I could talk.

Earlene pressed her lips together. “I don’t have to put up with this,” she told a Tater Tots–chicken casserole.

“She was my mother, too,” I pointed out. “I drove all night just to get here, and now you’re telling me that Momma and Wayne are trapped at the Miami International airport? Who decided to have her cremated, anyway? No one asked me.”

“Wayne thought it was more scientific. And cheaper than shipping a casket.” She rolled her eyes.

While I was driving across the Chesapeake Bay Bridge, I swore I wasn’t going to let Earlene get to me, and now I was in the house two minutes and already I wanted to kill her. Earlene can do that to me. And I can do it to her.

“This hasn’t been easy for Delmar and me,” my sister said, and burst into tears as she shoved a piece of coconut cake into her mouth. I watched the crumbs on her chin wobble up and down. I don’t know how Earlene can be so thin or so blond. Well, not completely true. I know how she can be so blond. But thin?

I guess it was right then that it struck me that Momma really was dead, but it still didn’t sink in, not the way I knew it was going to later. I’d been putting off dealing with the reality of it because I had to drive through some bad traffic, but now it was starting to hit home. Momma was not coming back. Ever.

With Delmar rushing to the rescue, what else could possibly go wrong?

“Why do I have to do everything?” my sister suddenly wailed. “How am I going to schedule a funeral without a corpse? We’ve got to get the church, and Parsons has to open a grave, and we have to plan a wake!” And then it really hit her. “Good Lord, people will think we’re Unitarians!”

While Earlene cried, I got up and went out on the back porch to catch a breath of air. I also wanted a cigarette, and I knew if I smoked in the house, my sister would have a whole new round of hysterics, which I wasn’t in the mood to deal with.

I sat down on the wooden step among the potted plants and lit a Vantage, staring out across the marsh to the place where the Bay met the sky. I noted that Momma’s geraniums were planted in her old Wedgwood containers, the green and brown glazed ones that I can get fifty or sixty dollars apiece for from one of my dealers. That’s one of the things about my line of business: you can’t just see stuff as just stuff; you automatically put a price on it. Some people would say I know the price of everything and the value of nothing, but that’s not true, not really. I just don’t think it’s a good thing to go around telling everyone about all the things you really care about. I don’t like people knowing too much about me.

I gloomily watched a redwing blackbird soar over the hydrangeas, across the vast openness of the Great Devanau Marsh, where the yellow salt grass goes on forever. Oysterback is a sort of island, an extended piece of high ground threaded between the Bay and miles and miles of flat salt meadow. When you cross that bridge over Oysterback Creek, you come into a different world. Nothing out here but the mosquitoes and the blackflies. Driving here on the causeway, you watch the woods grow thinner and thinner until there’s nothing but a skimpy layer of olney three-square grass and sky. A few narrow guts—shallow tidal creeks—wind their way in and out of the wet savannah. Here and there, cripples—small hammocks of spindly pines—dot the landscape, and if you get out of the car along the way to study a wading heron or a muskrat lodge or just the eerie, primeval beauty of this place, the mosquitoes and the blackflies will descend on you, covering any bare skin until it’s black with biting insects. Some say that before the county began to spray the marsh, if you weren’t careful, the bugs would pick you up and carry you away to make a blood feast out of your careless flesh. To outsiders, this place is not much, but it’s home to us and we’re used to it. But its isolation does serve to keep most people away.

The air was so gummy with August humidity, it was like breathing in one of Miss Nettie’s Jell-O molds, maybe the Marshmallow Fantasy she’d won the Jell-O Mold-Off with twenty years ago, back about the time I blew out of this town and swore I’d never come back.

I had, of course, but only to visit. Momma had a whim of iron, and when she said she expected you home for Christmas, she meant you were home for Christmas.

I still found it hard to believe that she was dead; I half expected her to come out of the garden shed at the foot of the yard and reprimand me for sitting on the steps smoking. Momma was dead against smoking since her first heart attack, even though she still snuck her Kools.

It was more than a sense of unreality that bothered me, though. I just couldn’t picture Momma being dead because, well, Momma thought that the world couldn’t go on without her. It was simply out of the question. I doubted that there was an alligator in the world big enough or mean enough to take on Momma. She simply would have fixed it with that look of hers, that cold-eyed Medusa stare, and the poor old thing would have backed away, muttering sorry, no ma’am, it must have been a mistake, before sinking into the mud to breathe a sigh of relief at escaping from that terrifying woman.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something glitter under the leg of the aluminum glider. I stuck my fingers under there. It was a bottle of nail polish. Rusty Red.

Suddenly, I could see Momma sitting on the glider in the cool of the evening, watching the sun set over the marsh as she carefully painted her nails for her trip to Florida. “I had to go get Wayne straightened out,” she would say matter-of-factly.

And it was just as if she were sitting on that glider now, I could see her so clearly, looking at me over the top of her glasses, daring me to challenge her decision.

It was so real that I jumped, and burned myself on my cigarette.

But when I looked at the glider again, it was just the same old glider it had always been, and of course no one was sitting there.

I’m not a weeper like Earlene, who turns her tears into a grand and public production number, or a drama king like Wayne, who can make a paranoid conspiracy out of a sneeze. I’ve never been very good at displays of emotion. But now I felt as if something deep inside of me had been hollowed out and taken away, as if I’d lost a part of myself that I didn’t even know I had until it was no more. That’s when I knew for sure that Momma was really gone and this time she wasn’t coming back.

Finally, my mother had met something bigger than herself: death.

“I’m sorry, Momma,” I whispered, and suddenly I was crying silent, red-hot tears. I didn’t know if I was sorry that she was dead, sorry that we hadn’t gotten along better, sorry that I hadn’t been there to say good-bye, or sorry for myself that I was all of a sudden an orphan. I was just sorry, sorry about the whole damn mess.

The first wave of grief was washing over me, searing and engulfing, like molten silver being poured inside my body.

So I sat and smoked my cigarette and watched the sun going down over the marsh and I cried. I was glad no one could see me, especially Earlene. The last thing I wanted was a pity party with her.

When I finished the cigarette, I ground it out in the soil around one of the geraniums. Then I stood up and went inside.

“So where’s old Romilar?” I asked Earlene, who had polished off most of the pralines and was cutting herself another slice of coconut cake and holding it between her manicured nails as she slid it onto a paper napkin. She stopped long enough to give me a sideways look. If my eyes looked red and puffy, she didn’t comment on it.

“His name is Delmar. D-e-l-m-a-r. He was named after his grandfather, who was a state delegate in Annapolis, if you’ll recall. I wish you wouldn’t call him after a cough syrup,” she said resentfully. “It isn’t fair and it isn’t dignified.”

I thought about Romilar, who looks like the Pillsbury Doughboy in a short-sleeved rayon shirt, and I winced. Years of living with Earlene and running the View ’n’ Chew Sandwich and Video Rental Store has made him a chronic passive-aggressive.

“If you must know, Delmar left just as soon as we heard the news,” Earlene added stiffly. “He caught a five o’clock flight from Salisbury, and he called the minute his plane landed in Miami. He’s down there in Florida right this minute, tryin’ to straighten things out with Wayne and Momma’s ashes and all those security people.”

At the thought of Momma’s ashes, my sister began to tear up again, and at the same time she started to break off pieces of the coconut cake and stuff them into her mouth. It will never cease to irritate me how much Earlene can eat and still be as skinny as she is. I decided I would watch her to see if she went and threw up later. Maybe Earlene had been bulemic all these years and I just never noticed. That would certainly explain a lot of things.

“So, what happened in Miami that Romil—Delmar had to go down there and get Momma and Wayne?” I asked.

Earlene sniffled. “You know what Wayne’s like. He’d made such a fuss about carrying Momma’s ashes on board the plane that someone had called security, and they’re holding him and Momma. Delmar will straighten it all out. You don’t want to make a fuss at an airport these days. Even I know that. But apparently Wayne doesn’t. I guess the urn set off the metal detector,” she added uncertainly. “And that set Wayne off. And, of course, when Wayne went off, those security people went off, and, well, airport people have been so jumpy lately anyway that you can just imagine.”

“Oh, Lord,” I said, heaving a heavy sigh. “Maybe one of us should have gone down there when Momma died, instead of letting Wayne handle it all. And just who decided she should be cremated?”

Earlene straightened up, and her mouth got thin and hard. “In case you missed it the first time I told you, Delmar had to take time off from the View ’n’ Chew to go down there! And it was Wayne who decided she ought to be cremated and went right on ahead and did it, before he even asked me! We couldn’t get ahold of you! And speaking of that, you know, you could have gone down there. It’s not like you have a real job or anything, living out of that van and driving all over the place looking for junk!”

“And do what? Haul Momma’s body home in the van? Isn’t it interesting that Wayne can call me on my cell phone, but you can’t? And besides, I have a job! And it’s a better job than standing on my feet all day, making subs and renting videos! I’m an antique trader!”

Well, actually, I’m a picker, but since I don’t file for taxes or use credit cards or bank accounts, it doesn’t really matter. Besides, Earlene doesn’t know a damn thing about old stuff. She and Delmar bought everything in their house from Montgomery Ward, back in the seventies when they got married. It’s a veneer and plastic paradise in shades of avocado and harvest gold.

Earlene tore the napkin from the coconut cake and scooped up the shaggy white icing with her finger, jamming it into her mouth. She eyed me nastily. “Now I remember why I swore I was never gonna talk to you again,” she said around a mouthful of white mess. “Look at you! You’re forty—”

“Thirty-five!”

“Thirty-seven years old. You have no home, no savings, no job—and no husband or children!” She regarded me triumphantly, as befit a woman who has a house, some money in the bank, a job, and two children—if you want to call those hell monster nephews of mine children. Personally, I think they’re spawn of Satan, both of them. Loud, loutish good old boys with a worldview limited to TV talk shows and riding around in their SUV, four-wheeling on eight-lane highways.

And, of course, she also has a husband, if you want to count Romilar as a man and not a cipher.

“All you do”—Earlene was really getting into this now, her voice rising—“all you do is drive up and down the road, buying junk from people’s auctions and yard sales and stuffing it into that old truck! That’s no life for a lady! You’re just an old hippie, Carrie, and you need to grow up.”

“It’s a good life! It’s my life, and I do one hell of a lot better than you do!” I snapped back. “Wait a minute! Old hippie?”

“While you’ve been out there being an old hippie junk dealer, who the hell do you think stayed here and looked after your mother? It certainly wasn’t Wayne or you! Oh, no! You both left me holding the bag!”

“Well, that was your choice, Earlene!” I was yelling now myself, but I didn’t care. “Besides, what happened to Mike? I thought he was supposed to take care of Momma, not empty out all her bank accounts and run off with Reverend Claude Crouch, the Traveling Evangelist!”

Earlene’s lips got thin, like they do anytime anyone mentions any one of Momma’s former boyfriends. Since Mike had been a lay reader at the Oysterback Memorial Methodist church Earlene is so devoted to, his defection was a special sore spot. He’d run off with a tent revivalist and the Methodist Men treasury. Just another one of the no-account losers my mother seemed addicted to after Daddy died. My father had been a lawyer; most of these guys couldn’t earn a living walking and chewing gum at the same time.

“You’ve spent your whole adult life avoiding responsibility!” my sister accused sullenly. “You weren’t here to deal with that mess, either! Or the one when that idiot Dog got killed—or any of Momma’s boyfriends!”

“I don’t need this,” I muttered, and slammed out of the house again. I was so mad at Earlene I could spit nails. But I was even angrier with myself.

The thing about death is it brings out the worst in everyone.









2

A Blast from the Past




I was happy enough to crawl into the back of my Econoline van and light another cigarette. Once inside, I was safe. Real safe, too. I had Dad’s old 28-gauge Handi Gun—a short-barreled and very illegal shotgun—under the futon, just in case. I’d never had to shoot anyone yet, but on the road, it’d been useful a time or two when some jerk thought a woman alone was easy prey.

I mind my own business and I expect others to mind theirs.

At least the van was my own property, a place where Earlene couldn’t yell at me. This is my house and my ride, rolled into one, the place where I live most of the time and the office from which I conduct my picking business as I travel up and down the Eastern Seaboard, buying and selling old stuff. I like to say I deal in antiques, but quite honestly, a lot of the stuff I buy and sell isn’t really antique, even though I’ve got some big-time city dealers who pay me a good price for it.

You’d be amazed at the stuff people will pay out a lot of money for. I don’t fool much with the high-end stuff, the formal furniture and the Chinese export porcelain and the antique silver and all of that; it’s above my means and expertise.

No, I’m more into the sort of things that your grandmother had in her house, the kind of stuff you remember from your childhood. Mixing bowls, board games, dolls, dishes, magazines, model airplanes, that sort of stuff—maybe even a Howdy Doody puppet or a Brady Bunch lunch box, just like the one you took to school. Oh, it’s hard to describe the stuff I deal in because it isn’t anything too specific. But you know it when you see it in one of my clients’ antique shops and exclaim, “Oh, I had this when I was a kid!” And your whole childhood comes rushing back at you in that single moment.

I look for stuff that my dealers want, and the stuff that I know that people will buy. Mostly, I deal in what they call “smalls,” easily portable things that I don’t have to sweat and strain to get in and out of the van; things I can pick up sell even more easily. Are you looking for an old celluloid dresser set or some McCoy mixing bowls? Papier-mâché jack-o’-lanterns, the kind kids had at Halloween? Apple corers and wall pockets and Roseville candlesticks?

I’m out there, prowling around, looking too. And because I know where to look and how to bargain, chances are I’ll find it before you will. Earlene may call it junk, but it’s expensive junk; I make a living.

When I’d gotten the call from Wayne, I’d just come from an estate auction in Roanoke, and my van was full of cardboard boxes stuffed with Blenko glass, ceramic wall pockets, and old hand-embroidered bureau scarves, which I was on my way to show to a dealer in Rehobeth Beach. I’d get there eventually.

I lay down on my futon, which serves as my bed and my couch, and kicked open the van doors to let some air through. The van generally smells like old stuff, that essence of must and dust, which I like, but tonight it seemed overpowering, even to me. Last night, I’d stayed in a Motel 6 near Annapolis so I could get a shower, watch TV, and sleep in a real bed. That would hold me for a while, so as far as I was concerned, I could stay in here until the cows came home. Or, as the case might be, Momma, Delmar, and Wayne.

Or, I could take off for Rehobeth tonight. It was only a couple of hours away, and it had been a long time since I’d been to the ocean.

I stubbed out my cigarette in a brass ashtray shaped like a monkey and thought about Momma some more. It beat thinking about Earlene. Thinking about Earlene is a dead-end project.

Among the many things about me Momma had disapproved of, my smoking ranked pretty low. Compared to my lack of even one husband and child, smoking was a minor vice in the canon of my mother’s expectations. Daddy hadn’t been dead more than ten months before she’d latched on to Dog Atkins, a waterman from down the road to Tubman’s Corners, a man so far beneath her both intellectually and socially that even the minister had talked about it.

“A woman needs to have a man,” she said as she glommed on to one of life’s greater losers. As soon as they were married, Dog took up laying up on the sofa all day long watching the soaps and the game shows. His “bad back,” he said, prevented him from working, while Momma slaved like a dog over to the office at Patamoke Seafood. But Dog’s bad back never seemed to prevent him from riding up and down the road in the brand-new Ford pickup she’d bought him as a wedding present. When he wasn’t on the couch, he was hanging around over to Omar Hinton’s store or warming up a stool at the Blue Crab Tavern. I don’t think he tonged up as much as an oyster once he got hold of Momma.

“You’ve got to have a man around the house,” I heard my mother’s voice saying. “A woman isn’t anything without a man.”

I almost looked around, but when you spend your life alone like I do, you get used to carrying on a dialogue with your past, as well as with what might become your future.

“Why didn’t you find a man like Dog? He wasn’t all that bad, except at the end,” I heard Momma’s voice saying, as if she were right there in my head.

Dog’s bad back didn’t keep him from carrying on an affair with Dawn Barlow, over to Tubman’s Corners. Everyone in town knew about it a year before Momma came home early from work one afternoon and found them both on the couch. The dent Dog’s prone body made in the old sofa was still there. You could see it now if you looked in the living room.

I guess Momma would still be turning a blind eye to Dog’s sleazy infidelity if Dawn hadn’t finally poured a glass of gasoline over him and lit a match. She got tired of him laying up on her sofa all day long, at least that’s what she said at the trial.

Earlene and I referred to him as the Crispy Critter after that, but since he was dead, and Momma was a widow again, she didn’t think it was that funny. “A woman is nothing without a man,” she’d said again. “Men are like little puppies, and you have to treat them that way.”

Despite Dog’s long list of failings, Momma had been blind to his shortcomings. And I guess that’s the real reason why I had to move out. I got sick of coming home from school and seeing ole Dog laying up on the sofa with his ugly old thing sticking up out of his pants, while he grinned at me as if he was God’s gift to women, which, Dawn and Momma’s bad taste aside, he wasn’t.

Momma’s little puppy needed some home training. Or a snip job. But I was grateful to Dawn Barlow for doing what I wished I could have done, what I should have done, if I hadn’t been fifteen years old and scared to death of hurting Momma.

“The first prick I saw, but not the last,” I muttered to myself. I might be single and childless and still a miss, but there’s not much I’ve missed, oh no. Maybe that’s why I’m single and childless.

“Knock, knock?”

I looked up to see a skinny little woman with a mass of bright red hair grinning at me. “It is I, Desiree Grinch, proprietor of the Blue Crab Tavern, four stars, Guide Michelin,” she announced. Desiree talks like that, she really does. “I saw your van in the driveway and I came over with a plate of crab cakes for you.”

Without waiting to be invited, she slid herself right into the van, a vision in a spangled Western shirt and tight jeans. Desiree dresses like a walking Christmas tree. She thrust an ironstone plate at me and gingerly looked around. “Can I sit on one of these cardboard boxes?” she asked, and plunked herself down without waiting for an answer, regarding me with her triangular green eyes.

“I can only stay a minute. I’ve got to get back to the restaurant,” she said, taking my cigarette and giving it one long drag. “God, I miss smoking.” She exhaled slowly and handed it back to me. “I gave up sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, but smoking is the one thing I miss.”

I looked at the crab cakes. Two really big ones, stuffed with backfin meat, Desiree’s best. And Desiree’s best is heaven on a spoon. I dug around and came up with a plastic fork, and took a bite. That crab melted in my mouth, and I realized that I hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday in Richmond.

Desiree had commandeered my cigarette. Two plumes of blue smoke streamed from her nose. “When I went out back to dump the trash, I could hear Earlene yelling two blocks away,” she remarked. “I’m sorry about your mother. I always liked Miss Audrey.”

“She was different,” I said around a mouthful of crab cake. I was practically inhaling it, I was so hungry. “But thanks.”

Desiree angled her head the way she does when she wants to say something but is biting it back. I guess she sensed that I didn’t feel like talking about Momma right then. “How are you doing, Carrie?”

I could tell she really wanted to know, too. Desiree and I go way back, even though she was in Earlene’s class, not mine, at Oysterback High. She always had the biggest hair and a permanent cough from smoking in the girls’ room. But from those humble beginnings, she took off, rather than sticking around, and when she returned many years later, it was with a pile of money and a great passion for Elvis Presley and gourmet cooking. What happened in those lost years, no one is completely certain, but there are hints of varied careers and multiple marriages, which give her a great deal of the sort of glamour you generally don’t find in these parts. Not to mention a healthy stock portfolio.

“I feel like shit,” I said finally.

“Of course you do,” Desiree said, nodding. “I can understand that.” With the long nail of one little finger, she flicked at her mascara. While I ate, she looked around, taking in my stuff and grinning. She drew a finger across the lip of an old slipware crock, as if she could divine its history with a touch.

“So, what’s the news?” I asked. “What’s the gossip?” Not that I really cared, but still, you never know what people are going to be up to around here. Last time I was home, a couple of watermen, Hudson Swann and Junior Redmond, had the bright idea of putting Old Man Hicks’s PortoSan on four wheels and adding the motor from a John Deere lawn mower. It was going to be a portable duck blind when they ironed out the kinks, they said. They were tooling happily down Black Dog Road in their outhouse when the sheriff regretfully had to ticket them for driving an unregistered vehicle. It was a fun topic of conversation for a while.

“Nothing ever happens around here,” Desiree pointed out reasonably as she toked on my cigarette. “You know that. Oh, wait! In all the excitement about your mother, I forgot—Alonzo Deaver escaped from jail!”

“He escaped? The laziest career criminal on the Eastern Shore escaped from jail?”

“Big jail, over in Jessup, not the county detention center!” Desiree nodded so hard, her red curls bobbed. “Someone just came past the Blue Crab and told me this afternoon. It’s not even in the paper yet, and of course by the time they get the next edition of the Bugeye printed, either he’ll be in Mexico or they’ll have caught him again, but—”

“What did he do to end up in Jessup? That’s kind of big time for Alonzo, isn’t it?”

“Well, remember that about fifteen years ago he messed with the wrong people and got himself a record,” Desiree said cheerfully. “Then last spring the Conservative Christians Central Committee decided to have a fund-raiser, so they raffled off this .44 Magnum. Of course, no one minds if you want to auction off a shotgun, but there was quite a bit of hue and cry and unwelcome attention from the media over a big old handgun. Well, you know how humorless all those handgun people are,” she said, grinning. “Alonzo bought about a hundred chances, and he won it. Now, of course, since he’s got a record, they shouldn’t have even let him hold the damn thing, but there were some big-haired political babes there from Baltimore, and some of those congressmen who have gunning shores over here, and all those pro-gun lobbyists, and they were all there to see the lucky winner get his prize, and do a grip and grin for the papers and the big shots, so they sort of had to let Alonzo at least stand there and have his picture taken with the gun and with them.”

“Don’t tell me!” I exclaimed.

Desiree nodded again. “Yep! Alonzo got his hands on that gun, and before anyone could stop him, he slammed some bullets into her and held ’em all up at gunpoint with the .44 he’d just won off them! He said all that money and jewelry in one place was more than he could resist, and he knew they’d take that gun away from him right away, so he wanted to prove his point.”

“Oh, my gawd,” I moaned, delighted. “He didn’t!”

“Did! Right there in front of God and everyone! Cameras running and TV people and everything!” Desiree held up her hand, palm out, as if she were swearing in court. “It was the most embarrassment they’ve had since that state delegate from Santimoke County was caught doing the nasty with gay hustlers at the rest stop on Route 50!”

“Perfect! Just perfect!” I was laughing so hard I was spitting crab cake all over myself, picturing Alonzo holding up those self-important people with their own handgun.

“That’s what a lot of us thought,” Desiree agreed. “Even a lot of people who hunt and trap thought it was in poor taste to be handing out a .44 Magnum, since that Brockett kid was shot with the same model gun, maybe the same gun, for all we know—the sheriff we had then was no damn good—in that holdup over to Tubman’s Corners. But, of course, the politicians have no sense of humor whatsoever, so when they finally caught up with Alonzo a week later, they went hard on him, and Judge Truax sentenced him to life. Truax said from the bench, ‘That’ll teach you to mess with important people!’ Not that Truax was much good, either. They caught him takin’ bribes from some of those real estate developers last year.”

“Poor Alonzo! He wouldn’t hurt a fly! He’s a thief and the laziest man in the world, but he’s not violent!”

“Well, we all know that. But we’re just poor folks from down on the marsh. He should have asked for a jury trial, that’s what. I tell you, if there were a law against bad taste, every single one of those people involved in that raffle would be doin’ hard time right now.”

“When you’re queen of the world,” I said with a grin.

“When I’m Queen of the World,” Desiree repeated, serious and reflective. It’s one of the few jobs she hasn’t held yet. She likes running things. “So,” she continued, “Alonzo broke out. And I hope he keeps running ’til he gets somewhere safe. He ought to get an award for making all those rich, self-righteous assholes look like the fools they are.”

We were both silent for a moment, thinking about Alonzo. We all went to the old Oysterback High School about the same time.

“You’ve really got this van fixed up nicely,” Desiree finally said. “It’s like a little house on wheels. I could use a van like this when I make my annual pilgrimage to Graceland.”

Desiree’s devotion to Elvis is fanatic. When you see the Blue Crab Tavern, you’ll know what I mean. The whole place is a shrine to the King. I don’t know if more people go there for that or for the food, although she’s a legendary chef, which was the last career any of us who knew her in high school thought she’d choose. When Desiree’s next-to-last husband died, she took her inheritance and bought a tacky old watermen’s bar down the road and turned it into a three-star restaurant. The watermen are all still there. Desiree says they add to the ambience.

“It’s amazing what kind of decorating you can do with Rubbermaid storage products,” I said dryly. “Next month I’m being featured in an edition of Lifestyles of the Poor and Obscure.”

She snorted. “I like the way you put up all that shelving. Everything has a place. All you need is a toilet and a shower and you’re set.”

“I’m working my way up to one of those motor homes,” I suggested. As I pushed the last succulent bite of crab cake into my mouth, I noticed she was watching me, as if she expected me to collapse into a big puddle of craziness and grief.

Desiree quickly looked away, flipping through a box of old vinyl records, mostly early rock and rollers. This place is small enough with just me and my stuff. With another person, it’s borderline claustrophobic.

“I almost forgot,” I said. “I found something for you.” I crawled around her on my hands and knees, moving some boxes and plastic bags around. It might look like a mess, but I know where everything is in here. After all, it’s my clutter.

I put my fingers around a small bundle wrapped in newspaper. I felt kind of shy and pleased as I handed it to Desiree.

“I love presents!” she exclaimed, carefully folding back the yellowing Miami Herald. I watched her face as she exposed an Elvis whiskey decanter. It was a good one, too: fifties Elvis in a pink sports coat and blue suede shoes. I’d found it in a box lot at a yard sale in Jacksonville. I think it was one of the originals, made in ’77, right after he died.

“Ooooh!” Desiree exclaimed, genuinely delighted. “Lookit this! I don’t have one of these! Thanks, Carrie!”

She gave me a hug as she cooed and awed and played with the Elvis decanter; I could tell that she really did like it.

“Well, I’ve got to get back to the Blue Crab,” she said with a sigh. “I left Ferrus, and you know what he’s like—I forgot! I’ve got a new bartender—he’s this teacher who moved into a boat down to the harbor after he didn’t get tenure over to the college, but he’s out of town this week. You ought to come over and meet him, Carrie. You two would have a lot to talk about, you living in your van and him in his boat—come on down, I’ll buy you a beer.” She paused, then added, “And he’s not too hard on the eye.”

I shook my head. “Thanks, but I don’t think so. Not tonight. I’m kinda tired.” The truth was, I didn’t want to leave the van, because I had a feeling that Earlene would get in here and snoop the minute my back was turned.

“Well, maybe later. You come on over anytime, okay? Any time, Carrie. Everybody would like to see you. And I’m always ready to listen if you need to talk, know what I mean? Sometimes, when you’re grieving, you need to talk. And I know what Earlene’s like,” she added ominously.

I smiled, even though I guessed it looked as phony as it felt, all stretched and strained. “Maybe later, Desiree. Tonight, I just want to be quiet.”

“Okay,” she said, but I could tell she had her doubts about me.

I watched her gather up her Elvis decanter and her plate. With a last smile, she slid out of the van and disappeared into the night. Long after her shape was lost in the gathering shadows, the spangles and glitter continued to sparkle, and the scent of her musky perfume hung in the cooling air.

Long purple shadows of twilight were starting to spread across the village. I sat on the futon, smelling the late-summer scent of honeysuckle and low tide from the Devanau River. Oysterback. Two streets at high tide, three at low, someone once said. Just a little hamlet out on a piece of high ground in the marsh, a handful of clapboard and shake houses clinging to the edge of the river.

Every once in a while some painter or photographer rolls through town and oohs and ahhs about how quaint and charming it is out here, with the workboats and the skipjacks in the harbor and the faded old houses surrounded by grand old trees.

But they never lived or died here, which to my mind could be the same thing.

I thought about Momma, and the grieving hit me all over again, the knowing she’s never coming back, and all the stuff we’d never gotten to say to each other that would never be said now. Worse, though, was all the stuff we had said to each other that could never be taken back. I cried myself to sleep and never felt so alone.

 

When I woke up a little later, the darkness had settled and I could see the lights going on in the neighbors’ houses and hear their TV’s and air conditioners humming in contrapuntal harmony to the mosquitoes and the deerflies. I lay back on my futon and stared at the stars I’d painted on the ceiling of the van, the silver constellations of the winter sky.

“Carrie? Are you in there, Carrie?” I heard Earlene’s voice, peevish and tired, but I didn’t open my eyes.

“What do you want?” I finally asked, before she could start pounding on the door and wake up all the neighbors.

“I’m goin’ to the View ’n’ Chew now. I left Jason in charge and God knows what a mess he’s made of things. So if you want to go in the house and go to sleep, you go right ahead. We can talk more about things in the morning. Just don’t you start goin’ through Momma’s stuff without me, you hear? I know what you’re like!”

I could sense her finger shaking at me in the dark.

“No, Earlene, I’m not going in the house. I’m not taking anything from the house. I’m staying right here. I’m not getting out of the van, not now, not ever.”

I could hear her hissing intake of breath, and then the silence as she pondered this. On the one hand, she liked it, because it meant that I wouldn’t have unsupervised access to Momma’s stuff, which she was certain I would root through and take all the best things behind her back, which is, of course, what she would do. On the other hand…

“What? You’re gonna stay in this nasty old van right here in the driveway where all the neighbors can see it? What will people think? What will the church think? It doesn’t look right!”

I gritted my teeth. “People can think whatever they damn well want to think. But this is my home and this is where I intend to stay. I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here in this van until Momma comes home.”

And I meant it, too.
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