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CharlesDale Perry’s mother was known for washing her hands. The summer that Charles Dale came to live with my family, she was up to at least forty times a day. If she forgot and took the mail out of the box before the sun had time to bake off the postman’s germs, or if she had to give Charles Dale’s little brother an enema, the count could go as high as fifty.

When my mother told me that Charles Dale was coming to stay with us and that his mother was going to North Austin to a psychiatric hospital, I cried like a kid Charles Dale’s little brother’s age. It wasn’t that I didn’t want him to live with us—he was my second best friend—it was that his mother was my best friend.

Lou Jean Perry was the only person I ever knew who could scare both my mother and my grandmother. Neither of them was afraid of Jesus, and only one of them was afraid of God, but both were afraid of Lou Jean. My grandmother was afraid of her because of the effect Lou Jean had on my mother. My mother was afraid of the black hair that hung over Lou Jean’s shoulder and straight down the center of her cleavage, a braidas thick as a woman’s arm, and of the black pencil, soft as a Crayola left on a hot sidewalk, that Lou Jean used to color the pale white skin around her blue eyes.

When Lou Jean left that day, sitting with her right shoulder blade against the passenger door of her mother’s white Cadillac, everyone on the street noticed just one thing. She didn’t wave to Charles Dale or David, who stood with me on our lawn. My mother stood behind the three of us, her arms spread out to catch me on my right shoulder, Charles Dale on his left. With David in between us, where he could feel it too, she sent waves of motherly concern down her hands, out her fingertips, and into our August-brown bodies. The neighbors watched and thought how lucky Charles Dale and David were to have my mother step in. My mother watched and thought how lucky she was to have Lou Jean drive off. My father stayed at work.

Just as the Cadillac got to the end of our block, before it pulled on to Fifth, Lou Jean turned in her seat and leaned through the window, her hair crow’s-wing shiny under the noon sun. And still she did not look at us.

Instead, she tilted her head back further and further, lifting her chin until her eyes were locked on the tallest point of her house, where the second story was capped by a tiny bell tower. She stared at a point high up on the hot stucco, and seeing where her eyes went, Charles Dale, David, and I turned to stare at the exact same spot. While the neighbors poked each other to make sure nobody missed this, her last broad daylight act of craziness, and my mother tried to decide what we were staring at and if she should herd us on into the house, we looked at the spot and thenback at Lou Jean, making sure we knew exactly where she was looking. When we could no longer see the car or hear its motor, my mother took David by the hand and led us inside, away from the twelve-o’clock glare of neighbors’ eyes. I tried to glance at the spot one more time as we started to the door, but I couldn’t see around my mother’s body.


“My mom said you can come over if you want” was the first thing Charles Dale Perry ever said to me. I was sitting on the curb the day we moved in, hoping kids would come out of one of the houses. In the three and a half hours we had lived there, I had seen none. He spoke from directly behind me, and I had to turn all the way around to look up at his face. The late afternoon sun was so strong behind his head that I couldn’t see what he looked like, but I was so ready for company that it didn’t matter. I said, “Okay,” got up, and followed him into the house next door to ours.
The Perrys had lived in that big Spanish house since before the boys were born. “Old money,” said my dad. “And crazy as peach orchard boars, every one of them,” said my grandmother. My mom said nothing.

The house had been bought for Lou Jean and her husband by her parents just before Charles Dale was born. When I followed Charles Dale through that door for the first time, Lou Jean’s husband had been dead a year and a month, the first and only person in Rosalita to be killed in Vietnam.

Lou Jean was in the kitchen, a huge room covered inMexican tiles and hand-painted wooden cabinets. The floors were spotless gleaming saltillo. The counters and walls were cobalt blue with small touches of terra-cotta and forest green. The cabinets were painted with jungle birds, toucans and macaws and parrots, with tiny hummingbirds feeding at the knobs. Even the ceiling was painted, in swirls of icy blues and greens. It was like walking into a magic cave with a stream flowing through it, where birds and animals come to get out of the heat. I wanted to lie down on that tile floor and turn my face side to side, press each cheek against the shine until I soaked up all the cool.

Lou Jean turned from the carrot she was grating and saw me staring at the floor. “Hi, Kayla,” she said, surprising me by knowing my name, and then added, as if she could read my mind, “I just mopped it. It’s clean.” Thinking she meant it was all right for me to lie down, I did, stretching out on my stomach and extending my arms so my elbows and palms could feel the cool too.

Charles Dale laughed, a snort really. His voice was shocked. “She’s lying down on our floor.” It dawned on me then that his mother must not have meant for me to lie down on her tiles; she was just saying that they were clean. Now I was stretched flat on the kitchen floor of a house I’d never been in, in front of the first kid I’d met, whose name I didn’t even know, though for some reason, his mother knew mine.

I pushed myself to my knees as quickly as I could, wanting to be up and out of there before I did anything else stupid, but just as suddenly, Lou Jean was at my side, her hand on my shoulder. “Charles Dale Perry. What do you think you’re laughing at? This is what tile floors are for. This is how they doit in Mexico. Down in old Mexico, I mean. Away from the border.” She lifted her braid from where it hung between her breasts, threw it out and around her right shoulder to her back, and got down on the floor in the same position I had been.

I looked at Charles Dale to make sure they weren’t playing some kind of joke on me, but he was staring at his mother, as surprised as I was. Slowly, I got down on the floor beside her, moving over from the last place I’d lain, to make sure the tiles were as cold as possible. I turned my face on its left side and out of the corner of my right eye, I could see Charles Dale staring at us, a grin on his face. His smile was familiar, like someone I knew, and I decided he wasn’t really mean, just not sure how you were supposed to act when people lay down on your kitchen floor.

“Y’all are crazy.” He shook his head and sighed as he climbed down beside us, slowly, shyly, although by now I could tell he was dying to try it too. Pressing against the floor, his face was dark, tanned, almost the color of the saltillo. His hair was the same color as mine, the kind of hair that bordered between brown and blond, depending on the time of year. His eyes were also brown, with golden flecks, as if the sun had claimed them too.

We lay there until our undersides were cold as grass snakes, grinning at each other and occasionally changing the position of a foot or arm to let another part get cool. Finally, Lou Jean got up, stretched her arms back over her head until they touched the floor, a perfect backbend in the middle of a kitchen, then rose up and went to the sink. She washed her hands and said over her shoulder, “If you two will go dragDavid out from in front of that television and wash his hands and yours, and wash them good , now, I’ll make you raisin-and-carrot salad with baby marshmallows in it.”


I believe it’s possible there is no such thing as crazy. Or maybe that there are degrees of craziness, some worse than others. And I also believe that what some people think is crazy is not really crazy at all. To me, that June afternoon, when temperatures were already in the hundreds, it seemed like the most sane thing in the world to keep a kitchen floor clean enough to lie down and cool off on.
I was thirteen that summer, and had begun to claim and proclaim all the ways I was different from my mother. I was especially interested in things that she, with her increasingly poor taste, might find abhorrent. Lying down on a kitchen floor certainly was one of those things.

When we had washed up, the three of us stood in the light of the kitchen window and watched Lou Jean finish the salad. I was enchanted. In my house, a salad was iceberg lettuce and cherry tomatoes, or maybe, if we had company, canned pears with Miracle Whip and grated cheese on top.

At home, marshmallows were only found floating on hot chocolate, after dinner. After you had eaten your iceberg lettuce salad. And now, as Lou Jean’s smooth pale hand, clean as a Bible, reached into the bag and came back out, I felt as if it were telling me a secret. “Listen closely,” it said. “Most people wouldn’t tell you this, may not even know it themselves, but marshmallows can be salad. Watch this.” The hand opened above the bowl, marshmallows fell down like pearls, and I stood speechless, entranced. Until the spell was shattered by my mother’s voice, calling me home.

I crossed their yard and ours, hands wrapped tight around Lou Jean’s gift, a turquoise Tupperware bowl of salad, so focused that I did not notice my grandmother’s Buick parked out front until I heard her voice in the kitchen. She grabbed me before I was all the way in the door. Her arms around me, she buried my face in her stomach and kissed the top of my head, then stood back and looked down at me seriously. My grandmother was a large woman. Tall and sturdy, she reminded me of a water tower, her white fluffy hair sitting like a cloud around its dome.

“Do you know how glad I am that you’re going to be living back here? Do you know how much fun we’re going to have? You’ve got to spend the night with me on Fridays when football starts and ride shotgun to the games. We’ve got to help those Panthers win. Will you do that for me and those poor old Panthers?”

I nodded yes to every question. “And, Gran,” I shot out before she could go on, “I already met some people. A woman. And a boy. Two boys, one’s my age. And the lady’s gorgeous. She can do backbends. Maybe they can go with us to the games.”

She looked at my mother over my head, then back down at me. “Well, that figures—that you’d not even be here one whole day before you found a friend. And you’re going to make lots more, do you know that?”

“I know, but these people are right next door. I never had a friend that lived next door before. She made this .” I turned toward my mother, who had just lifted a blue enamel turkey roaster out of a cardboard box.

“What is that?” She looked at my grandmother before she looked at me.

“Carrot-and-raisin salad.” I didn’t tell her it had marshmallows in it. “Now you don’t have to cook.”

For a moment, it was quiet, then my grandmother, behind me, said, “Well, isn’t that nice.”

“Just lovely,” said my mother, shoving the empty cardboard box across the kitchen floor with her foot and pulling a full one toward her.

Something about the speed of the boxes wasn’t right. “What’s the matter? Do you have a headache?” I asked.

“Not yet.” She ripped apart the folded flaps of a box, then slammed both hands down into its newspaper-wrapped contents. I glanced at the side of the box to make sure it wasn’t markedBUTCHER KNIVES.She looked at the bowl in my hands and shook her head, as if I held something dangerous. “Put that in the refrigerator and go start unpacking your stuffed animals. Dad’s gone to get hamburgers.”

“Okay,” I said, “but I’m having it for supper with my hamburger.”

Mother stood with a cheese grater and a colander in her hand. She gave me a long look before she spoke. “By all means, Kayla, you can have it for supper with your hamburger.”

“What’s wrong with you?” I asked. Silently, she put her hands on her hips, and looked at me with her eyebrows raised to their full I’m-waiting-for-you-to-remember-I’m-the-boss position.

As I passed through the swinging door into the dining room, I heard Gran say, “What do you think you’re doing?”

I stopped on the other side of the dining-room table as I heard another box slide across the floor and, above it, my mother’s voice: “What does it look like I’m doing?”

“Being mean to your daughter, it looks like to me. What are you mad at her for?”

The sound of the boxes stopped. “I’m not mad at her.”

“It sounds to me as if you are. It sounds like you’re mad because she met your next-door neighbors and liked them, although why they’re your next-door neighbors, I still don’t understand.”

“Leave me alone, Mother,” I heard as the noise of flying boxes started up again. “I haven’t been back a whole day yet, and already you start in.”

My grandmother’s voice was louder now, “Sarah Jo, listen to me. Stop kicking those damn things, and listen to me.” Her voice grew calmer and slower then, as the noise from the boxes stopped. “I don’t know what you’ve done. I don’t know why you’ve moved here. In this house, of all places. Why have you done this?”

“How many times do I have to tell you? Because we liked this house best, of all the ones we looked at.”

“Who the hell is we ? You can’t mean Kayla, because she hadn’t even seen it when you bought it. And I know good and well Phil wouldn’t choose to live here. He just did it to pacify you.”

“Are you sure, Mother?” my mother’s voice interrupted. “Are you sure and certain that Phil didn’t want to live here, that it wasn’t exactly what he wanted?”

For a long time they were quiet. Then Gran spoke again. “I meant what I said about Kayla. You can’t expect her to take sides. You can’t get mad at her for liking the neighbors you chose.” Then very slowly, she said, “You can’t expect her to hate somebody just because you do. It isn’t right.”

The kitchen was quiet then, with no sound coming from my mother or the boxes, and my grandmother continued, “Let her be a child. And you be a grown-up.”

When Mother didn’t respond, Gran asked, “Honey, why did you do it?”

The boxes started flying again, and over the noise, almost shouting, came my mother’s voice. “I’m not telling you again . Because we liked the house .”

Hearing the jingle of Gran’s key ring, I ran for my bedroom, and just as I cleared the door, I heard her as she left the kitchen. “Sarah Jo, you are my daughter and I love you more than life itself, but I swear to God you would worry the balls off a brass monkey.”
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Unlikemy mother and grandmother, my father did not enjoy confrontation. He avoided arguments the way that I, until the year before, had avoided baths, an activity I’d considered boring, a complete waste of time. Behind a locked bathroom door, I would take off my clothes while the tub filled, then sit naked on the floor, swishing my hand in the water, carefully wetting the soap, the wash rag, the bath mat, and finally pulling the plug and donning pajamas to the sound of clean water being sucked down the drain. I consistently went to much more effort than the actual bath would have required.

In the same way, my dad would do whatever it took to avoid a confrontation: ignore his wife’s snappish “What took you so long?” as he carried a Dairy Queen bag into a hot and chaotic kitchen. Dive to catch a Tupperware bowl that skidded off the table as she slammed it there. Avoid asking, “Where did this come from?” as the lid was ripped from it, though he must have wondered. Decline a serving of carrot-and-raisin salad, though he had to want it—who wouldn’t? Carry his dinner out to a hot front porch, unfold lawn chairs for himself and hisdaughter, and eat while sweat dropped onto the paper plate in his lap. I turned my own plate so that the carrot-and-raisin salad faced outward, safe from my own sweating face.

I had stopped avoiding baths in seventh grade, on the day that I heard James Chestnutt whisper in the lunch room line, “Kayla Sanders has a huge mole on her neck,” and reached up to find a clot of mud left there by a game of touch football played two days earlier and miraculously undiscovered by my mother. My normal response would have been to wash my neck that night, checking myself a little closer in the bathroom mirror, if I hadn’t also heard how Mike Spivey answered James. “I don’t care. I still like her.”

Mike Spivey had blue eyes and, unlike the other boys in my class, muscles. Girls at school buzzed around him. His Valentine sack overflowed, not just with cards but with candy. King-size Butterfingers, boxes of Whitman’s Sampler. And he was always polite. He thanked every girl brave enough to sign her Valentine, her Whitman’s box. But it was I who received the only box of candy that he gave that year, a Pangburn’s heart wrapped in red cellophane. And when he bought a seethrough ice blue ruler exactly like my own, so that we were the only two people in the room with matching rulers, he suffered the teasing of James Chestnutt with good humor and what seemed like pride. By that time, I was bathing conscientiously and daily.

“How’s the salad?” Dad asked. His forehead was smeared with dirt. His jeans were dusty gray from kneeling to hook up the washer and dryer. His head leaned back against the lawn chair, his eyes closed. He didn’t seem at all interested in the house next door. He just seemed tired.

“It’s good. Why was it such a big deal to Mom?”

He opened his eyes. “Why is anything?” he asked, but it didn’t sound like a question. His hands now worked his empty paper plate, torturing and twisting it, then straightening it out to fold into a wrinkled misshapen airplane.

“Why did we move here?”

“What do you mean?” He concentrated on a wing that refused to stay folded, the paper made too soft by a grease stain. “You know why we moved here. Because I got a good job. Because it’s where we want you to grow up.”

“No,” I said, loud enough that he looked up at me. “Why did we move here ?” I pointed through the porch boards to the earth underneath. Dad’s hands jerked away from each other, and with a solid pop, the plate split in two. He stood and walked to the door. “Because your mother wanted this house,” he said so loudly that I thought he meant to go inside and confront Mother about her bad mood. Instead, he spun toward the steps. Mike Spivey had been enough to make me change my mind about baths, but it seemed that nothing could make Dad change his mind about arguing with Mother. As he passed my chair, he wadded the ruined paper into a ball and launched it through the air. It arced perfectly, landing on my plate with his words: “And your mother always gets what she wants.”


The next morning I woke to a house full of nothing but me, eight unpacked boxes, and a hundred others still full. On the kitchen table was a note under a box of cereal: “Dad’s at work. I decided to get my hair done. Will bring you a surprise. Love, Mom.” The idea that my mother would go off and leave a house full of unpacked boxes, just to get her hair done, was odd enough, but when I found unwashed breakfast dishes in the kitchen sink, I was shocked enough to wash them, alongwith my own. I had just finished putting them away and was thinking about going over to visit Lou Jean and her boys when I heard Mother drive up. She called as she came in the front door, “Kayla, come see what I brought you.”I walked into the living room and saw someone I did not know.

My own mother, as she was fond of telling me, believed in natural beauty. She had a coloring she was proud to call peaches and cream, and a body that looked fine without girdles or Cross Your Heart bras, devices she claimed were meant only to be provocative. She believed that makeup was unsuitable and unnecessary, except for lipstick, pale pink or coral. She did not wear eye makeup, simply using an eyelash curler. She said that mascara was worn only by tramps or people practicing to be. Her blond hair, which would not come straight no matter how long she left it rolled on orange juice cans, was always worn halfway between her ears and her shoulders, a length she said was ladylike. Any shorter and it might have seemed too mod. Any longer and it might have seemed flirtatious. She rolled it under, so that it framed the six-millimeter pearl earrings my father had given her for Christmas. She had asked specifically for six millimeter because any smaller and they might have seemed cheap. Any larger and they might have seemed gaudy.

The woman who now stood in front of me was not gaudy or cheap, but neither was she the mother I recognized. She wore a dress that my mother would have considered inappropriate, if not disgraceful—a sun dress, pale blue gingham checks. The bodice was tight, fitted to the waist. The skirt was full and stopped above her knees, something none of her dresses ever did. Most surprising were the spaghetti straps, made of the samegingham and tied in bows, leaving her entire neck and both shoulders out in the open for the whole world to see.

Her hair was up, pulled toward the crown of her head as far as its ladylike length would carry it, then left to curl its way wherever it wanted to go. Above each ear and along the back of her neck, more curls were loose.

And she wore makeup. Her eyelids were shaded with the palest green shadow, and her brows, normally as blond as her hair, had been filled in with a darker pencil. Her cheeks were pink and her lips were a frosted shade that she’d never worn before. Her eyelashes were coated in mascara.

“Come sit beside me and open your present,” she said.

I sat down on the sofa, pushing back against the arm at one end, and stared at the naked neck and shoulders, the clumped spiky lashes.

“Oh, quit looking at me like that,” she said, reading my mind, “new town, new look. Besides, the mascara’s water base. And brown, not black.”

She handed me a white box with gold lettering.TEENS ANDQUEENS, LADIES’ APPAREL.I opened it, separated the pink tissue paper inside, and found a blue gingham sundress, identical to hers, except smaller.

“Won’t it be fun?” she said. “Mother and daughter.” As if she hadn’t really wanted an answer to her question, she got up and headed for the kitchen, humming under her breath. “Well,” she called, “these boxes aren’t unpacking themselves. Go try your dress on, then come show me.”


I walked across the lawn, thinking that until now, I had known my mother. Put in a room with a hundred other kids, asked toselect my own from a hundred hooded mothers, I’d have had no problem recognizing mine. She’d be the one dressed like a grandmother rather than a mother. The one wearing a sensible heel rather than a sling-back pump. The one whose legs were crossed at the ankles, gloved hands resting discreetly on her lap. And the one most intolerant of the whole affair, ready to have it done so she could go back to more important duties. Cranky, determined, used to getting her way, and responsible. Mother was always the same. As if she were a competitor in some lifelong contest for Most Responsible, she went about her days dressed the same, acting the same.And she and I were very different. I had discovered that difference at the age of six. Preparing for my entry into first grade, Mother and I had strolled the school supply aisle at the local Ben Franklin. We gathered pencils and lined tablets and scissors and glue, with no dissension regarding choice. But halfway down the aisle, our agreement ended, when I spied a bright red lunch box, adorned with the smiling visage of Hopalong Cassidy. In each hand he held a Colt Peacemaker, barrels pointed responsibly toward the sky. I clutched it tight in my arms, certain that at any moment some kid would run through the door and grab it. Without question, it was the best lunch box ever, and I was just lucky to have claimed it before someone else did. Running down the aisle to where Mother had stopped, I held it up to her. “This one,” but she couldn’t take it, because her hands were occupied by an alternate. A pink one, portraying a grand painted staircase down which charged Cinderella, her face a picture of moronic distress, forgotten glass slipper somewhere behind her.

I marched determinedly past Mother and set my treasure on the counter, knowing that she wouldn’t call me back. Causing ascene in public was the last thing she’d do. Instead, she simply carried her own choice to the counter and paid for two. On the first day of school, I took Hopalong Cassidy, but the next day found my lunch packed in Cinderella. It was a battle that lasted all year, and I remember that she won as often as I did. She wasn’t mean, my mother. She didn’t want me to be unhappy. She simply had responsibilities. And one of them was making sure that her daughter carried a lunch box made for girls.

That she now had abandoned responsibility by leaving dirty dishes in the sink and had gone to purchase a new dress and makeup was out of character and was odd. That she stood in hose and heels, organizing a hot kitchen, wearing her newest dress, was absurd. That she insisted that I wear my newest dress to go out and play was pure science fiction.

I had mentioned, cautiously, after last night, that I might go over and see what Charles Dale and David were doing. I did not mention Lou Jean. Mother agreed that it sounded like a good idea, and why didn’t I wear my new dress and she’d put my hair up like hers before I left. Having little desire to go next door dressed for a tea party, but having even less desire to make her mad enough to make me stay home, I didn’t argue. But I did wonder.

I knocked on Lou Jean’s back door and heard her yell, “In here.” The kitchen was empty, but on the far wall was a door I’d not noticed before. Made of rough gray weathered cedar, its hinges were heavy black iron. Painted just above the handle, so that it looked like it would light on your hand as you opened the door, was a dragonfly, blue, green, and purple.

From behind the door, I heard clanking noises, the ring of glass against glass, and I called again, “Lou Jean?”

“Come on in, love.” I opened the door. When my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw that she was not there. The wall ahead of me contained another door, just like the one I’d come in. The walls to either side of me held shelves lined with preserved food, mason jars full of potatoes, green beans, pinto beans, corn, and what looked like a hundred jars of tomatoes and tomato sauce.

“Did you do all this?” I asked as I made my way across the dark floor.

From behind the door she laughed. “Yes. I did. And there’ll be more to do before long. Do you want to help?”

I opened the door and stepped over its threshold. On the floor rested a large aluminum tray. Bending over it was Lou Jean, and as she stood, she changed colors. Her head and arms, which had been green as she bent over the box, became blue, then turned to purple, to pink, and finally red, as she stood up straight and smiled at me.

I gazed down at myself and saw that I was colored the same way. When I looked back up, past Lou Jean, I saw the source of all that color was a great rainbow of light, as large as a stained glass church window. Looking closer, I realized that it truly was a window, a great picture window across which Lou Jean had hung narrow glass shelves. On the shelves, like giant sapphires, rubies, and emeralds lined up side to side, no space in between, were rows of tiny jars, all the same size, filled with something as clear and bright as jewels. The shelves were just tall enough so that a row of jars could slip in between, and there were no gaps, so that each color seemed to flow into the next.

The result was solid bands of colored light, bottom to top. On the bottom two shelves were green jars; the next two, blue;the next two, purple; the next two, pink; and the top two, red. “What do you think?” asked Lou Jean, taking a final pink jar from the tray and putting it in its place.

“What is it?” I moved my arms up and down at my sides, straight out like a scarecrow, watching my hands as they changed through all the colors, like a revolving Christmas tree light.

“Jelly. I just put up the last of the plum.” Her hand turned green as she plucked a jar and handed it to me. “Mint,” she said. “With jalapeño.” I took the jar, and her hand moved up to the next rows and turned blue. “Mustang grape.” She handed me a blue jar. “Blackberry.” Her hand, now purple, offered me a matching jar, then, before my eyes, turned pink. “This is the plum,” she said, as I rearranged all the jars in my hands to take it. “And, finally, strawberry.” She took down a red jar, the brightest of all, and her red hand looked just as bright, translucent, as if I could see through it too.

I carefully balanced the last jar among the rest. “Red’s my favorite color,” I told her.

“Mine too. And I’m thirsty. Do you want a Big Red?”

“Sure.” I nodded toward the load in my hands. “What do you want me to do with these?”

“Whatever you want to do with them, they’re yours. We’ll put them in a bag before you go home.”

While I loaded my treasure into a paper sack, Lou Jean washed her hands and poured the sodas over ice. “The boys went to see their grandmother,” she said, as we both sat down, “so I’m glad you came to visit.” She leaned her elbows forward on the smooth dark wood of the kitchen table and, resting her chin in her hands, looked at me as if I might say somethingimportant. As if anything I might say was exactly what she wanted to hear. Her eyes were a blue I hadn’t seen in a person’s face before, a shade I’d only seen in movies. They were the color of water in nighttime swimming pools, reflected out and up onto people wearing cocktail dresses and white dinner jackets, drinking pink champagne and dry martinis, and waiting for someone to have too much to drink, to get angry, or simply to become bored with all that perfection, those gleaming silver trays, chignons with not one hair out of place, shrubbery clipped to look like jungle animals—and to push somebody else in, so the party could really get started.

“So. Tell me about Kayla.”

“What do you mean?” I’d never been asked that question.

“What do you like? Who are you?”

I was stumped, so I started out safely, politely, I thought. I looked at the bag at my feet. “I like jelly.”

Lou Jean laughed. “ Everybody likes jelly. What do you really like that’s just you and nobody else?”

I thought about it. “I like secrets. Not like things somebody tells you about somebody else, but real secrets. Ancient things. Things other people don’t know.” I thought some more. “And mysteries.”

“Ooh,” she said, “good stuff. I knew you were smart.”

She picked up her glass, just off the top of the table, and rolled it between her palms so that the frostiness came away and it was clear again. “I think you’re right. The best secrets are the ones you learn on your own. Or the ones somebody special teaches you. Someone either much older or much younger.” She cocked her head back and stared up at the swirled ceiling, as if trying to remember something. “I don’tthink I’ve ever learned anything worth knowing, or really important, from anyone my own age.”

Before I could ask what she meant, she said, “Ever have your fortune told?”

I shook my head.

“Never?” I shook it again.

“Well. We’ll have to fix that.”

“You can do that?” I asked, and held out my palm for her to look at.

She took it in her two hands, looked down at it, then folded it back into itself, kissed my closed fingers, and set them down on the table. “Not like that. Another way.”

She stood and carried her glass to the sink. “I’ll show you some day when we have lots of time.”

“How did you know my name?” I asked quickly. I knew I should go home soon.

“Because I knew your mom and dad, growing up.”

“Very well?” I asked, twisting in my chair to face her.

“Pretty darn well.” She cocked her head to one side and staring at a point above us, where two walls joined and touched the ceiling. If she had left her head straight up and down or if she had looked at me and not into that corner, I might have asked her more. Instead, I stood, hoisted my jelly sack, and thanked her.

“You come back whenever you want, Kayla Marie Sanders.” She looked straight at me as if I were important to her, every bit as precious as the jeweled rainbow in her pantry. “I promise,” she continued, “there’ll never be a day when you’re not welcome in this house.”

Regarding Mother’s change in appearance and attitude, my father seemed as confused as I was. By the time he got home that day, she had finished unpacking, last night’s bad mood apparently thrown out with the empty boxes. We still wore our new dresses, though Mother had stepped out of her heels and into a pair of pink satin mules.Dad found us in the dining room, where, my mother had just proclaimed, we would be having dinner from now on. New town, new look, new dinner routine. I was setting the table, and Mother was arranging roses she’d cut from the bushes out front, still humming the same tune she had hummed all day, something I didn’t recognize.

Dad hadn’t quite cleared the door when he saw us. He looked at Mother first, then at me, a shorter, breastless, unsmiling replica, then back to her.

“What do you think?” asked Mother. “Don’t your girls look lovely?”

“Um . . . yeah.” Face blank, Dad stood at the door with both hands holding onto the frame, leaning just his head and shoulders into the room as if testing the atmosphere before fully entering. “Yeah,” he said again, his face still void.

Before we’d moved from Cameron, my mother had been president of the First Baptist Church Ladies’ Prayer Circle, even though she was the youngest woman in the group. She was elected, the preacher’s wife had told me one Sunday, for her stalwart belief in the importance of feminine virtue, something, the lady said, that most young women seemed to have forgotten. My dad said she was elected because she was the thinnest and the only one in the group who could get by without wearing makeup, something the circle considered the product of the devil.

A 1960s apple, designed to tempt not only the woman who wore it but also any man who stood before her.

Now, little more than twenty-four hours since we’d left Cameron, my mother stood in front of her perplexed husband and child, nude from the collarbones up, her hair sprayed and teased, her face covered in makeup that had become more garish in the afternoon’s heat. Her cheeks blazed. Her mascara-smeared eyes looked wild, and I wondered what the Cameron First Baptist Church ladies would think if they could see her. Their former poster child had clearly been dipping in the devil’s paint box.

My father must have been thinking these same kinds of thoughts, wondering what on earth had caused this change, and, like I was, worrying what he was supposed to say about it. As my mother gave him her shimmery new smile, reminding him that she expected more than two measly “yeahs,” Dad looked like someone the teacher had just called on. Someone who hadn’t read the assignment and didn’t even have his book open to the right chapter.

“Ya’ll look . . .” His eyes went to me, then to my mother, then back to me, as he fished for the right word and tried to think of the safest place to focus his attention when he said it. “You look . . .” He steadied his eyes on me then and smiled hopefully, like he thought I could tell him what to say. When I didn’t, he simply reiterated, “. . . Yeah,” and smiled really hard, as if yeah could mean something grand if the smile was big enough.

Then he pushed himself out of the doorway and headed toward the kitchen and outside. “If supper’s not ready yet, I think I’ll go put the sprinklers on. Backyard looks a little dry.”

 You big chicken, I thought, as the screen door slammed.

Everyone liked my dad. He was the guy who, at get-togethers and picnics, was surrounded by kids. People trusted him, grown-ups and children. If someone got a splinter, Dad was the one to extract it. If someone scraped a knee, Dad was the one to apply the Merthiolate. When a tooth needed pulling, parents drove their kids to our house, because Dad was the only grown-up the kids would allow to touch it. And around campfires, his ghost stories were the scariest, but the little kids, terrified by the story he was telling, still chose to sit in his lap, the safest place, while he told the story.

He had a sense of confidence that extended to others, whether he was pulling a tooth for one of my friends or fixing a flat tire for one of Mother’s friends. He always knew exactly what to do. Except when it came to Mother’s moods.

All through dinner, tuna in cream of mushroom soup on puff pastry, a dish you’d eat in a dining room, I suppose, Mother smiled. When he caught her looking at him, Dad smiled back. The rest of the time, he looked at his plate, or at me, as if he still thought I might clue him in.

When we were done, we all went out on the front porch, leaving the dishes to soak. Mother and I still wore our matching outfits, and she hummed that same song. Again, Dad chose a chair facing the street. Mother’s eyes were the ones that glanced repeatedly toward the house next door.

The lightning bugs were out, and as I went back in the house for a jar, I heard my mother say, “You know what we should do tonight? We should play old records. I unpacked them today and set up the stereo.”

My father answered, “Yeah,” and I wondered if he’d forgotten every other word he knew.

Mother was breaking off the spent heads of rose blooms when I got back to the porch. Little David, home from his grandmother’s, had come up and was talking to my parents. David looked nothing like his older brother. His hair was black and straight, cut long so that his bangs stopped just short of his eyes. His body was stocky, arms and legs thick and muscular, bare feet wide and brown, now solidly planted on our sidewalk. When he saw me, he opened his tiny mouth and, in a voice too deep for a five-year-old, asked the first intelligent question of the day: “Why are you and your mother dressed alike?”

I looked at Mother. Dad, clearly wondering the same thing and glad someone else had asked it, looked at her too. She just kept snapping off those rose heads, throwing them down on the ground, humming that stupid song.

I shrugged at David, and he seemed satisfied with the only answer I could give him, though his eyes kept returning to my busy mother.

Later, after I was in bed, Dad stopped by my room to see the lightning bugs. On my dresser in their mayonnaise jar, they reflected against the mirror and back out into my room, across the jeweled jelly jars that sat around them. As Dad started from the room, we heard the sound of the record player from down the hall, the same song my mother had hummed all day.

A man began to sing. “Some enchanted evening . . . you may see a stranger. . . . You may see a stranger . . .”

“No joke,” said Dad.
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Oneof the first things I learned about Charles Dale was that he did not believe in killing anything. Cockroaches, yellow jackets, spiders, even coral snakes and copperheads—all were safe with him. He claimed they wouldn’t harm you if you didn’t harm them. He told me this on the third day I lived in Rosalita, while the two of us sat on the ground under a giant mulberry tree that grew in my backyard. We were watching a tiny hole in the bare ground between us. It was after eight o’clock at night, but the sun seemed caught on the wires of the chain-link fence that ran along the alley, making the shade of the mulberry tree the only comfortable place in the yard.

In the three days I’d lived there, Charles Dale had gone to what I thought were great efforts to make me feel at home. We had spent the whole afternoon in his room, him showing me photo after photo of kids in our grade at school. “So you’ll recognize people on the first day,” he’d said. “So you won’t be lost. And even if you feel lost, you won’t be, really, because I’ll be there.” He didn’t look like his mother, but they had strong similarities. Like her, he was kind and very certain about some things.

Like the fact that whatever was in the dirt hole we watched would soon emerge, so that he could show me just how safe the thing was, something I wasn’t yet sure about. “When it comes out, I’ll show you.” Charles Dale’s eyes never left the smooth dirt between us. His gaze was serious and focused, and he didn’t seem to notice the dirt sticking to the sweat of his crossed legs. I lifted my own, circling my knees with one hand while I brushed away dirt with the other. “Be still,” Charles Dale said in a low voice, “here he comes.” Out of the hole protruded two black antennas. More than an inch of them came out of the hole before a black head followed. The body behind the head was spotted orange and black, like some garish Halloween creature. Fully out of its lair, the insect measured almost two inches, antenna to rump. It made a slow circle around its home, its bent black legs leaving minuscule imprinted dots in the sand, then lifted orange wings away from its body and took loud buzzing flight straight at my face. I fell backward as the thing looped over my head and back toward its lair. “It won’t hurt you,” said Charles Dale as it landed and stayed on the ground, walking around and around its home. “It’s a cowkiller.” So calm were his words, he might have said, “a mother sheep.” Noticing the dirt I plowed as I pushed myself away, he said again, “It won’t hurt you.”

“You mean it just kills cows and not humans?” The cowkiller continued to walk around and around, packing the runway for a quicker liftoff, I was certain.

“It doesn’t kill anything. Except other insects.” For proof, he laid his index finger on the ground and didn’t even flinch as the thing lifted its front legs onto his skin and climbed over. It then walked directly to its hole and entered head first. The lastthing I saw was its black stinger. I watched with apprehension, hoping the creature was in for the night, thinking Charles Dale was watching too, until he said, “Your mother sure dresses up a lot.”

Mother stood beside our house, holding a water hose over a rosebush. The sun had finally freed itself from the fence, and the light around her was dim. She wore heels, little slingback sandals in a shade of raspberry that matched her dress. An Aline princess style that, like the gingham sundress, stopped just above her knees, and also like the sundress, was something she’d never have worn in Cameron. With her free hand she smoothed her dress, disciplined hairs that had sprung loose from her upsweep, wiped what must have been a splatter from the toe of one sandal. Even in the dusk, I could see the swing of her neck away from the plants she watered and toward the house next door. She had suggested to Gran that Dad was the one who wanted to live next door to Lou Jean, but it was her good shoes being splattered because she’d suddenly developed a fondness for gardening wearing her finest, and because she couldn’t keep her eyes on what she was doing. With running water and ruminative stares, she might have been willing Lou Jean to come out and see her dressed up.

Charles Dale eyed her as if she were some sort of insect he’d not seen before, as if making mental note of every characteristic so he could go back to his room and look her up in one of his field guides. She moved to the end of the flower bed nearest us, and I lowered my voice. “Did your mother say anything about us moving here?”
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