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All families, I thought as a child, should be like mine: two sets of grown-ups for one little girl at dead center of the universe. Mother and Daddy were my everyday guardians; they poured the cereal in the morning and woke me in time for Sunday school. Aunt Pearl and Uncle Joe Stone, on the other hand, took me to county fairs and carnivals. They had two Irish setters who rode with me in the back seat of their tan and cream Pontiac, and we watched the hills unroll alongside the window, stopping often to look at things—horses, mill wheels, old stone fences— and Uncle Joe knew where to buy homemade ice cream and hot dogs with the best chili sauce. They had a summer house, too, named Stone Paradise, and it was built on the side of a hill with Aunt Pearl's flowers growing in miniature terraces, and it even had a wishing well. It was years before I figured out that the other people who lived on Coburn Creek were terribly poor. All I knew then was that there were woods and fields and Uncle Joe had promised to build a paddock and a barn with a saddle mare for Aunt Pearl and a pony for me.
Mother and Daddy were afraid I was getting spoiled. They discussed it at length over dinner, in the backyard, and in our old Ford, where I liked to sit with my chin on the back of the seat between them. Mother would search my face with her huge eyes, and Daddy made jokes. I never worried seriously that I would be separated from Aunt Pearl and Uncle Joe. Mother and Daddy were just trying to make me the best girl I could possibly be. Their voices passed over and ruffled me gently like summer wind in hay, bending me a little for my own good. Sometimes Mother told stories about when her mother died and she had to raise Aunt Pearl practically by herself, and how she loved Pearl but knew her faults. Then Daddy would recount the discussions he had overheard at the lodge about whether Uncle Joe was the best dentist in town or only the most expensive one.
Once I started school, I became a little more critical of Aunt Pearl and Uncle Joe myself. School was the official beginning of work, Mother and Daddy's world. They dropped me at my school every day on their way to the high school, where they taught. And then, as soon as we all got home, we sat down at the table for coffee—before homework or going out to play or cooking dinner—and told about the school day. Exciting things always happened. A boy smarted off at Daddy in class and Daddy had to take him to the principal, and they called in the boy's father who said Daddy was in the right, and if the boy ever talked back again Daddy should smack him, and then Daddy and Mr. Thornton had to explain that it isn't right to hit boys in school. Mother was always interested in right and wrong, and sometimes I would ask questions like what I should do if a girl in my class curses. But usually I told funny things, or how much homework I had.
I still loved going out with Aunt Pearl and Uncle Joe, but there were lots of people in my life now: kids at school, girl scouts, my piano teacher. I didn't like it the time Uncle Joe made me lean over the seat and hold the wheel of the Pontiac, even after I said I didn't think I should. Then he made me promise not to tell Daddy.
"If he just paid more attention to his driving," said Daddy, and I froze, thinking he had somehow found out what Uncle Joe made me do, but it wasn't that; they were talking about whether to let me spend the whole summer at Stone Paradise while they taught summer school. "He waves his pipe," Daddy said. "He waves his pipe and talks all the time he's driving. I can never figure out if he's a good driver, or just plain lucky."
"What worries me," said Mother, "is the way they give her anything her eye lights on."
Daddy laughed. "She'll come back thinking ordinary people play golf on Thursday and go all over three states to dog shows."
To demonstrate my maturity, I said, "I bet Uncle Joe wouldn't spend so much if he had children of his own to put through college."
That made Daddy laugh too, but Mother's eyes roamed over me, the part in my hair, the posture of my shoulders, the mustard spot on my blouse. "Blair Ellen understands things very well," she said. "Sometimes she's a little too smart for her own good. What I worry about is whether they'll let her get in the habit of criticizing her elders."
"Maybe I shouldn't go," I said. I wasn't even so sure I wanted to; I'd have to miss day camp and the new swimming pool.
Daddy said, "There's this fellow at lodge who used to go to Joe Stone for his teeth, and he says Joe tried to cheat him."
"Joe has a lot of faults," said Mother, "but cheating isn't one of them."
"I'm not saying he did, I'm just saying what this man told me. This man told me he paid Joe an arm and a leg for some bridge work and the next thing he knew, he got a bill in the mail for the same bridge work. So he goes storming into Joe's office and says he already paid and he sure as heck isn't going to pay again, and he says that Joe chased him out of the office with a hammer."
"A hammer!" Mother jerked her head back. "That's stupid. I don't believe it."
Daddy just grinned. He liked to tease Mother. "The last I heard, Joe was still billing the guy, and the guy tears up the bills and puts the pieces in an envelope and sends them back."
That very night, at the end of my fifth grade of school, after we had been talking about Uncle Joe, and I was mad at him for making me have a secret from Daddy, the phone rang while we were asleep, and a neighbor of Aunt Pearl's told us they'd taken Uncle Joe to the hospital with a heart attack.
When I got up in the morning, Mother was still gone. Daddy was on the phone getting a substitute teacher for her and trying to pour milk in my cereal at the same time, as if I didn't know how to get my own breakfast. Half of the milk went on the table, and I sat there staring at the edge of the white puddle, ready to cry, thinking that it wouldn't have been there if Mother had been home. There were coffee grounds and a brown ring on the stove too, where Daddy had let the coffee boil over. I put a paper napkin over the milk and watched it soak through.
"Yes, yes," he said on the telephone, "we're sure he's going to be all right."
When he got off the phone, I said, "Can I miss school?"
"What for?" said Daddy. "He's going to be fine. They've got him in an oxygen tent."
They didn't take me out of school when he died either, and I thought it was a sign of disrespect and told Mother so.
"Yes," she said. "You are absolutely right. If I had been thinking straight, I would have come for you, but, honey, I had to be with Pearl. She's in bad shape."
After the funeral Mother and Daddy agreed that Aunt Pearl really needed me that summer. She had to have company at Stone Paradise, they said. Blair Ellen will keep her mind off it. Blair Ellen will cheer her up. I was just old enough to squash the voice inside me that shouted, don't make me, please don't make me go out there! I kept my mouth shut, but I couldn't stop seeing her as she was at the funeral, how she had looked just like Uncle Joe in his casket. Both of them white and smelling of flowers, the only difference, that Aunt Pearl was still moving, and Uncle Joe had moved into stillness. She isn't dead, I told myself, she's a widow. And I knew a plain widow was not the same as a black widow even though at the funeral she had worn a veil that speckled her face with black knots like spiders.
So I was calm and understanding and grown up and I knew perfectly well why I was going to Stone Paradise, and I packed my suitcase by myself, and was a wonder of maturity. I told my friends on Davis Street and in the Girl Scouts that I was going away for the summer, and everyone was impressed; kids didn't do that in our town, not even Gail Gordon, whose family owned the biggest house in town and went to a country club.
And then, the morning we drove out to Stone Paradise, something began freezing inside me. First it seemed like doors closing. The car door sealing me in glass from our house with its big porch and elm trees front and back. My own window, which I watched as we drove away, getting smaller, my window with the tiny secret porch between two dormers where I wasn't allowed to go but did sometimes anyhow. Under the trees along Davis Street I saw some of the kids I knew, and I didn't even wave, they were so distant. We drove the quarter mile to Pike Street so Daddy could pick up a paper, and we passed the swimming pool where all the kids would go every day this summer, gather around that oblong of perfect blue water without me. My not being there caused another shudder of cold, and then another as I looked around town as if I would never be there again: the Greyhound sign on the front of the drugstore, the granite pillars of the bank, the dark-painted glass of the pool room, and up above, on the hill, the high school, and on the other side more hills and fields and the water tank.
Never again, I thought, as we drove up into the squat hills, into the country, past cows and barns. I didn't even try to fool myself about how I was a country girl at heart. The only thing true seemed to be that I was not where I belonged, and I felt that like a block of ice, and I couldn't tell anyone. Not being at the pool, not being on the Scout cookout, not in my room with my horse pictures, not having dinner with Mother and Daddy.
I saw an old red plow horse standing by the creek and something went so tight inside me that I almost retched. We passed a crowd of tow-headed children on a porch, and I hated them so much I thought I would turn inside out. Mother looked back and said, "Are you all right, Blair Ellen?"
"I think I'm carsick," I said.
"Well, stop the car, Lloyd," she said.
"Not here," I said.
And Daddy said, "You can see the sign at the top of the hill— we're almost there!" But he pulled over anyhow, in full view of those children on the porch. One of them was a big fat redheaded girl stretched out on a glider, sucking a Dreamsicle, and she followed me with her face as I walked back and forth a couple of times. I got back in the car. "I'm fine, I'm okay, let's go."
At the top of the hill we pulled in behind the Pontíac, next to the heavy sign with the words burned in the wood, "J. E. Stone, Stone Paradise," swinging from an iron pipe fixed in concrete and fîeldstone. Rocks and roses landscaped up the hill, the fieldstone house tucked in among evergreens above us. At once the dogs started barking and came loping and leaping down the stairs with their big tails waving. I felt better as soon as I saw them, and Stone Paradise looked the same too, all the terraces and rock gardens where I played and read. The dogs almost knocked me over, and I hugged them both, Pandora and Eppie, and received my licks and patted their black noses. Then Aunt Pearl herself started yoo-hooing. At first all I saw was her big Welcome-to-Puerto-Rico straw hat zigzagging back and forth with the steps. To my enormous relief she was not wearing black, but one of her ordinary dresses, small lavender and brown flowers with touches of pink, a thin lawn fabric. She never wore dungarees or shorts like Mother; she always gardened and did her housework in a worn-out good dress. Mother would say, "Jersey and lawn for gardening, Pearl?" And Aunt Pearl would say, "Oh, just the ones that I lost the belt."
She was flushed apricot pink and smelled of Pacquin's hand lotion when she hugged me, just like Mother, but with a cloud of perfume over the Pacquin's. She felt like Mother in the hug too, about the same size, a little less substantial, but familiar. Aunt Pearl and Mother hugged each other and cried a little. I moved near Daddy. Everyone agreed that I was more like the Morgans than the Blairs, compactly built and on the dark side. The Morgans weren't as gushy and full of hugs as the Blairs either. The dogs plunged into the weeds and came back stained with green and yellow pollen, and Aunt Pearl said how she just couldn't keep them clean, so I volunteered to brush them every day all summer. Because even though I was mostly Morgan, I was dog crazy like the Blairs. I thought maybe everything would be normal after all.
Mother had warned me that Aunt Pearl would be sad, but, instead, she seemed to giggle all the time. Anything set her off. If one of the dogs licked her hand when she wasn't expecting it, or if I mispronounced a word, she would go off like fireworks, giggling from her hair and fingertips. I was trying to talk like an adult, not asking to be excused from the table, standing around while she fooled with her roses. I used to spend most of my time playing by myself when I was at Stone Paradise, but I never felt lonely. Now, talking all the time, thinking up mature things to say, I felt as if I were standing on a thin, gray shell over a hole, and when she giggled suddenly, I thought I had broken through.
The third morning, as I dried the breakfast dishes, I said, "I'm so happy to be at Stone Paradise. Stone Paradise is the most beautiful place in the world. I bet you wouldn't want to change a single rock, would you?"
"I wish he hadn't put up that sign with the name on it," she said. The idea that Uncle Joe had done something she didn't like shocked me, and I couldn't think of anything to say. "All I ever wanted was an old farmhouse," she said. Swipe swipe on the saucepan. Running her finger along the inside rim to get the Cream of Wheat off. "I just wanted an old farmhouse in the country. I never asked to live in Paradise." That made her giggle a little; her throat trembled. "People around here are just plain folks, you know. They don't go around giving their houses names. They shoot at that sign too. Boys lean out the car windows and use it for target practice." She had passed me the last pan and was standing in the middle of the kitchen looking like she'd lost something. "What am I doing now?"
"You said you were going to make a pie."
She got out the ice water and flour and Crisco. Mother always said how she and Pearl were just alike, they had to be busy, but Pearl filled her days with useless things sometimes, Mother said, and that comes of having more money than you need. Mother always made cakes rather than pies because you get more helpings for the time you put in.
"Joe Stone and his big plans," said Aunt Pearl, cutting Crisco into the flour with the half circle of wires. She jerked it up and chunked it down again, each time getting the Crisco bits smaller. Making them and the flour into one kind of thing instead of two. "Well, I guess I should be thankful he didn't leave me with an airplane hangar too."
He had been talking about putting a landing strip down by the creek, and I had been worrying if it would be instead of, or as well as, the paddock.
"He was making me take flying lessons," she said, beginning to roll out the crust, wider and wider, lots of flour. "Every time I had to go up, I'd get sick."
She was using too much flour on her rolling pin, I knew she was. It would get tough. I began to wonder if I should do something, call Mother. Aunt Pearl was a gentle person, she never got angry, especially at Uncle Joe. She's crazy about Joe Stone, Mother always said. I went over to the wall and started tracing pictures in the water there. The kitchen was partly excavated out of the hillside, and the walls sweated so badly Aunt Pearl had to mop a couple of times a day. I drew disappearing horses in the water on the wall.
She said, "He was building airplane hangars and all the time we were living in a mildew cave, with no telephone."
I stopped painting, but it was too late. I liked the cave smell, the dark red walls, green cabinets and green table, and chairs with spool backs and Pennsylvania Dutch stenciling.
"I don't know what I'm going to do with this place," she said. "In the fall they shoot holes in the sign, in the spring they throw disgusting things in the wishing well."
"What do they throw in the wishing well?"
"I don't know. Joe always cleaned it out, but now I'll have to do it myself."
Why don't you love Uncle Joe anymore, I thought. Why have you changed? She was just like kids in the lunchroom at school talking about whoever went to the bathroom. Only Uncle Joe wasn't going to get a turn to talk back. Eppie and Pandora whined at the door and I let them in, searched their coats for ticks, waiting for Aunt Pearl to say something else disloyal. But she shut her mouth small and tight like Mother's when I'd been bad, and when she put the rhubarb and strawberry filling in the pie, I had to remind her to put in the three tablespoons of flour to thicken it. After the pie was in the oven, she said she was going upstairs to take a nap. It wasn't even lunchtime yet.
I sat in the living room and looked at Life magazines. The dogs were wagging their tails to go out, but I stayed, flipping through the magazines until I was stopped by one full page, black and white picture of the aftermath of some disaster, I never even found out what kind. There was a dark boy in shorts squatting by a long object wrapped in a blanket that was supposed to be some member of his family, dead. I kept looking at it more and more closely, trying to see a hand or foot sticking out, something to make me really believe it was a body, and at the same time imagining myself as an orphan and where would I go if I were hungry? Just when I was deepest in that picture, I heard sounds. At first the sounds were like rending fabric, or perhaps a mine blast far underground, or an earthquake beginning. They were upstairs, huge round sobs, whirling enormous then screwing down. There would be just one, then, a little later, farther down the line, another. The dogs lifted their heads and whined. Pandora started pacing, and then Eppie, and finally the two of them went trip trip trip up the stairs on their toenails. You would think that someone like Aunt Pearl who wept over sad movies and a dead kitten in the road would have cried a river instead of this hard-fruited cabbage row of sobs. After a while I heard her talking to the dogs, reminding them they weren't supposed to come up the stairs.
"Aunt Pearl?" I called. "Aunt Pearl? I'm going for a walk, okay?"
She didn't even ask where I was going, but just sort of sang down in a gay little voice to be careful and have fun, and I got out of there as fast as I could, trusting the dogs to take care of her.
I ran along the flagstone path past the wishing well and the little garden shed, then through the pine woods and down the side of the hill, toward the creek and open field. Losing my footing on some loose dirt, I let myself fall and slide on my bottom halfway down the hill, finally grabbing a root and clinging there a little while, dust in my face, catching my breath and looking up through the pines in the sky, then down below at the creek twisting its way through the field, then at the yellow, dusty root I was clutching, eroded from the soil. Out of the dust on my forearm welled a line of rich blood, and I was fascinated that I hadn't felt a thing. I touched the blood with my tongue and there was a rush of energy through me. I wouldn't be afraid to fly an airplane, I thought. I'll do it someday, fly and be heroic and loyal.
I felt more like myself after that, going down carefully, then following the path through the high grass along the creek. Before I knew it I was at the barbed wire fence that separated Aunt Pearl's property from the Odell farm. I was humming to myself and tossing grass in the water, and I looked up, and to my great embarrassment saw children on the other side staring at me. A tractor wagon full of little kids and one big one, a red-headed, fat girl my age. It was the one who'd been eating the Dreamsicle the day I arrived. She was sitting with her legs extended down the tongue of the wagon.
The red-headed girl said, "Do you live up there in that rock house?"
I crossed my arms; after all, I was on my family property. "My aunt does. I'm visiting."
Her hair amazed me; it was very fine and bushed out around and behind her. She said, "Do you know who I am?"
"You're an Odell."
"Carmell Odell. I bet you think these kids are my brothers."
I shrugged.
"Well, they're not. They're my nephews. Do you want to play with them?"
I shrugged again, but stepped through the barbed wire, doubling over and twisting to demonstrate how I could get through without touching the wire. But Carmell Odell didn't seem impressed. She was giving the boys orders. She had, it seemed, meant quite literally that I was being invited to play with the little boys. She sat in ruddy splendor on the wagon tongue and directed the game. "Okay," she said. "Play punch tag, but you can't punch as hard because you're bigger than they are."
"I don't want to hit them at all," I said, not intending to take orders from her.
"You have to punch or it's not punch tag."
"Well, let's play some other kind." The nephews had gathered around us. They made me nervous, scrawny, yellow-haired little boys, not even in school yet. Two of them started to scuffle and Carmell kicked them apart without getting off the tractor wagon. I said, "Can they play statue tag?"
"I guess they can learn."
"It's where you have to stand exactly the way you are when you get tagged, just like a statue."
"That's freeze tag."
"No, it's not, it's different. In statue tag the person who's It gets to move you into funny positions."
She told the boys to do whatever I told them, but they kept falling on the ground instead of holding their positions. We played regular tag for a while, but when she said, "Okay, you can switch to hide-and-seek now," I went over and sat on the ground beside her.
She said, "If you don't like hide-and-seek, I'll make them play something else."
"No, I'd rather sit with you."
The nephew who was It peeked, so she had to shout a threat at him. Then she said, "Your arm's bleeding."
I pretended not to have noticed it before. "What do you know! Stuff like that's always happening to me and I never remember how I did it."
She turned her right leg sideways. "See this scar?" There was a rectangle of shiny white skin down toward her ankle; it didn't show up very much because she was naturally white, except for freckles on her shoulders and thighs. The scar didn't interest me as much as the thickness of her leg, about twice the size of mine. "The rooster spurred me," she said. "I would have wrung his neck for it, but Ma would have wrung mine." She kept the leg turned for my inspection, and I kept looking. "They let me kill the chicken for Sunday dinner last week."
Her hands were resting at ease now on her big speckled thighs. There was a touch of pink and a dimple on each knuckle.
"You wrung its neck yourself?"
"I had to use the hatchet."
I couldn't help myself. "Was it bloody?"
"Yeah, pretty messy. My ma is teaching me how to can beans and beets this year too. I learned how to make jelly years ago."
The little boys came back, bored with hide-and-seek. I thought I had better go home.
Carmell said, "I play dolls sometimes. You can come down if you want to."
I said sure, not that I liked dolls, but I didn't want to lose the chance to play with a girl who could kill chickens. Walking back through the field, I told myself that ranchers sometimes have to shoot horses with broken legs. How am I going to learn this stuff, I thought. You don't learn anything living in town or with Aunt Pearl either. All she knew about was roses and Irish setters. I wanted to be tough like the Odell girl, to kill my own food.
At dinner I asked Aunt Pearl if I could have Carmell over to play.
"Of course, honey," said Aunt Pearl. "Have her tomorrow. I'll make lunch. What do you suppose she would like for lunch?"
"Pie and ice cream," I said. "She's pretty fat."
The next morning I put Pandora and Eppie on their leashes to walk down the road to Odells. There was very little shoulder, and coal trucks came tearing by every so often with their big, blunt cabs and enormous double wheels and rattling, empty truck beds. Full, they were slow and not nearly so threatening. "Good girls," I told the dogs, getting a grip on their collars when a truck came by. "Stay." I loved it when they obeyed me. I glared at the coal truck, and the driver waved.
Carmell was lying on the glider on her brick-pillared porch, balancing a bowl of cold cereal on her midriff and drinking orange pop through a straw. "Hot enough for you?" she said as I came down the walk.
She was wearing a halter made of a single band of fabric held up top and bottom by elastic. There were folds of chubbiness lapping over it and a triple row of folds between it and her shorts. Her hair was voluminous too. I sat on the painted concrete floor at a little distance from the glider so I could see all of her at once.
"You didn't bring any dolls," she said.
"Hey, Carmell, I was thinking, can you come up to Stone Paradise and play? And eat lunch? Aunt Pearl said so." Carmell didn't fool around. She finished the pop in one long suck and hurried inside. Mrs. Odell came back with her and stood in the dimness just behind the screen door. She was fat too, but not evenly fat like Carmell. She was skinny except for the belly pushing out her apron. I couldn't see her face in the shadows, but I gave her a big smile anyway. She didn't say anything. I was thinking of explaining that Aunt Pearl and I didn't like that sign that says Stone Paradise either. But Mrs. Odell suddenly clipped Carmell in the back of the head. "Go put your shoes on!"
I said, "Oh, Mrs. Odell, that's okay if Carmell doesn't want to put on shoes. Why, sometimes Aunt Pearl and I go around half the day barefoot."
I could see her face now that she had moved, and it was rough and square like a brick. "Carmell," she shouted, "put on socks, too. I don't want Mrs. Stone thinking you don't have manners."
I was wearing my last year's school loafers with no socks. They left oxblood leather stains on my feet every night. I didn't look down.
Mrs. Odell went back into the house and came back before Carmell with a brown paper bag. "Take this to Mrs. Stone."
"Yes ma'am," I said. "Yes, I will. Thanks a lot."
She stepped aside to let out Carmell, who was pushing a toy baby stroller with about five dolls in it.
I said, "There are nearly a hundred steps up to the house."
Mrs. Odell said, "Don't you take all those dolls up there."
Carmell took out a teddy bear and a rag doll, but left two big Dynel blondes. I strode on ahead of her up the hill, pretending that Pandora and Eppie were pulling me even though I knew Carmell was having trouble with the baby stroller on the gravel. When we got to Stone Paradise, I let the dogs go and forced myself to be a good hostess and help her carry it up. I stopped every twenty steps or so to point out the beauties of the landscaping—I told her about the special stonemason from Pittsburgh who built the fireplaces and the barbeque pit and the wishing well.
"I hear that wishing well don't have water," said Carmell. "I want to see that."
That was the only thing outside she wanted to see. She didn't want to stay out and play but to go right inside. Aunt Pearl met us wearing a lavender nylon dress and an enormous black sunhat that embarrassed me almost as much as the well with no water. But Carmell was embarrassing too, standing around staring with her mouth open. The two of them. Aunt Pearl gushing over the bag of beautiful leaf lettuce Mrs. Odell had sent up. I felt a great desire to go sit by myself and read a Black Stallion book.
Instead, I had to show Carmell the upstairs den that was my room for the summer. I showed her my private fireplace and the window seat and my trundle bed. She wanted to see my clothes too, and she kept making remarks about Aunt Pearl's cedar chest, so I knew she would have loved to go through it too, but I played dumb. Then she got interested in the bathroom, and I asked her didn't they have an indoor toilet at her house, and she said of course they did, but not pink. She had to go, she said, and sat on the toilet seat the longest time, kicking her heels on the furry rug and batting the white pom-pom fringe on the curtain.
I suggested a game of Monopoly or Sorry or drawing or even cut-outs, but Carmell shook her head and peeked in Aunt Pearl's bedroom. Little by little she eased her way in and started touching things there too: the four-poster bed, the crocheted doilies on the vanity table, and especially a silver watch you wore like a necklace. She held it up to her ear and listened and listened. I showed her the framed picture of Aunt Pearl and Uncle Joe in the Alps. "That was the trip when they got the watch," I said.
But she didn't care about Switzerland. "I'm going to get me one of them someday," she said, "and one of them canopy things over the bed too. Only I want mine pink."
"Listen," I said, "I have maybe one or two dolls here. Do you want to play dolls?"
"No," said Carmell. "Let's tell what our house is going to be like when we get married."
I felt cruelly deceived by Carmell. I began to doubt that she had really killed the chicken. I said, "I probably won't get married."
"Ha," said Carmell.
"Look, Carmell, we have to play something."
She said, "I never saw the kitchen yet."
Aunt Pearl was wearing the sunhat and frying bacon. I knew she'd been running in and out of the house all morning, but I couldn't stand the idea of Carmell going home and telling Mrs. Odell. I said, "Aunt Pearl, your hat's on."
She squealed, and I thought she was going to collapse in giggles, but instead she just took the hat off, chattering about how some morning she was going to forget her head, and hung it on the mixer.
Carmell watched everything, and after a while asked to go to the bathroom again. As soon as she was out of the room, Aunt Pearl said, "I'm making egg salad sandwiches and bacon and tomato. And I'll use the lettuce. Do you think that will be okay?"
I shrugged. I didn't care anymore; I was hoping Carmell would steal something while she was upstairs and be disgraced forever.
Aunt Pearl said, "I should send something back to Carmell's mother, since she sent the lettuce."
"Send her a doily. Carmell has been playing with all your doilies."
"Tea towel!" said Aunt Pearl, and she ran upstairs. She was gone a long time, so I played with the dogs. Aunt Pearl and Carmell came back together, and Carmell was carrying one of Aunt Pearl's hand-embroidered Mexican tea towels, homespun, heavy with orange and green flowers.
Carmell said, "You have some real nice stuff in that cedar chest, Mrs. Stone."
"You come back another day, Carmell," said Aunt Pearl. "We'll look at the things we didn't have time for today."
Aunt Pearl was pink cheeked as she hurried around serving us lunch—relish plate, two sandwiches each, lemonade, and then the strawberry-rhubarb pie with ice cream. Aunt Pearl and Carmell did most of the talking. I tried to think up a way to get her to go home. Should I say I was sick and had to take a nap? Should I just sit down and start reading and ignore her and see if she'd take the hint? I had a feeling Carmell would stay as long as she felt like it. She accepted seconds on everything. Another half-sandwich, more carrot curls and radish flowers. Another slice of pie, more ice cream. When she was finally finished, we left Aunt Pearl in the kitchen and Carmell said, "Well, I gotta go now."
"How come?"
"Garland and India are coming down. That's my cousins."
She folded up her stroller and stuck the dolls under her arms and headed right down the steps. I was insulted. "You didn't stay very long," I called after her. She didn't even turn around. "Maybe I'll come down later," I said, and I sat on the top step and watched her go, not understanding why I was mad at her for going.
Aunt Pearl came out. "Where's Carmell?"
"She left."
"Without the tea towel? Oh, Blair Ellen, can you take it down later?"
That made it easy for me. I could go and come right back if I still hated Carmell. I said, "Do you know she went to the bathroom four times just so she could sit on the pink toilet? And she opened up your bath powder to smell it."
"Well," said Aunt Pearl. "It's a good thing I cleaned the bathroom before she came, isn't it?"
I fell asleep in my room reading The Return of the Black Stallion, and I never even heard Aunt Pearl come up. The sobs woke me. My eyes flew open, and it seemed to be dark, and in the room next to me, louder than yesterday, were Aunt Pearl's sobs. "I can't," she said. "I can't, I can't."
I leaped up and ran downstairs. At the bottom of the stairs I shouted, "I'm taking the tea towel, Aunt Pearl! I'm going to take the tea towel to Mrs. Odell!"
"Watch out for coal trucks, honey," she called, then went on sobbing.
There were tall, purple storm clouds along the rim of the hills, and the air seemed to press at me. A voice in my head, Mother's, I guess, because it was too stern for Aunt Pearl, said I was going to get caught in the rain. Everything seemed to be holding still for the moment, the leaves poised silver side up, no bird sounds. I pretended I was mounted on the black stallion and galloped as far as the curve, but I walked when I was in sight of the Odells. Mrs. Odell was on the glider breaking peas into a pot situated between her knees, with her bare legs extended a long way out in front of her. There were bruises on her knees and flat, red bites all over her calves and ankles. "They're in the back fooling around," she said.
"My aunt sent you this." I stuck the bag at her, and got scared for a couple of seconds because she didn't take it right away. "Carmell forgot to bring it."
She reached under the hem of her dress and wiped her hands on her slip. Then she turned the opening so that more light fell inside, and she shook it around. "That's real pretty," she said. "Has your aunt got green peas yet?"
"I don't think so. I don't think she has anything but roses."
"I'm going to pick her a mess. Don't you leave till I give you the peas."
Oh, no, I thought. Now Aunt Pearl has to think up another gift for her. I was afraid Aunt Pearl would start sobbing I can't, I can't when I handed her the new present. I sidled toward the door.
Mrs. Odell said, "I used to know your aunt and your mother too. The Blair girls. We all lived out at Owings mine then."
I could hear voices inside and music. I peered down through several dark rooms that opened one into the other and at the end I could make out a pale rectangle of outdoors, and back porch.
"Sibyl and Pearl Blair," she said, folding the top of the paper bag down over itself. "Your mother taught every one of my grown children. Not Carmell yet."
I smiled as brightly as I could. What did she want? I could never figure out what adults wanted from me.
"Well," she said, "don't you go without those peas."
I was shy of looking at the Odell rooms as I passed through; I didn't want to be like Carmell, but I couldn't help noticing they each one had a big bed, even the one with a couch, and coal fire grates in each room, and yellow linoleum on the floor. There was something clear about those rooms: no smothering sobs. When I got to the back, I stopped at the door to get a look at what was happening. It was a screened porch with a washing machine and a table, and they had a light on so that the barn and hills were just bulky shadows. Carmell was sitting on a stool beside a sway-back old wooden table. On the table was a red and a yellow Mickey Mouse record player with Mickey's gloved thumb pressing the needle into the record. But the center of attention directly under the hanging bare bulb, was a red-headed boy and girl dancing together like teenagers. The boy wore glasses and a long-sleeved, white dress shirt, and his hair was greased back in a long, curved plume like Elvis Presley's. The girl was in black and white too, except she had a pink felt poodle appliquéd to her circle skirt. When she whirled you could see a solid disk of crinoline slips, charms jangling on two separate bracelets. Her hair was even redder than Carmell's and she wore it in many tiny red curls in a puff on her forehead and then another puff in the back. I didn't like the song; it was about parts of the body, a piece of bone, a hank of hair.
Carmell waved me out and shouted, "They're my cousins."
I shouted, "I can tell," meaning the red hair. I had never seen so much in one place; it made me feel like a little dark foreigner in a place where the rules were unfamiliar. I did not, for instance, know any boys my age who would admit they could dance. I knew boys who would clump around as if they had buckets on their feet and make fun of dancing, but they would never get wrapped up in it the way this boy was. He seemed to be concentrating even more than the girl. He stopped her once and held both of her hands and counted the beat and made her start over. I didn't care much for boys altogether, but I always thought that if I ever did end up liking one, it would be someone who disdained indoor activities.
The record trailed off, and the boy said, "Start it again, Carmell," but the girl gave me a big smile and walked over. I decided she was pretty in spite of the poodle puffs of hair and teen-age clothes.
Carmell said, "This here's Blair Ellen. She's the one with the pink bathroom. That's my cousin India, and his name is Garland but he's a boy anyhow. I bet you thought he was a girl."
Garland sneered, just the way an ordinary boy would have, and put his hands in his pockets. He took a couple of short steps in my direction. "You like Elvis?"
"I hate him," I said.
India looked anxious. "Don't they play his records in town?"
I was embarrassed, I didn't know why I had been so vehement. I didn't really hate Elvis anyhow, I just didn't like the way he looked. "I suppose they do. I don't pay much attention to that stuff. I'd rather read."
"Blair Ellen's real smart," said Carmell. "Her daddy is a teacher and her mom too."
Now I felt like I should explain that reading was just one thing I liked to do; I also liked to swim and play chess and all kinds of normal things. But Carmell wanted to do the explaining.
"Garland and India live up Odell Hollow. They live so far up on top of the mountain they have to drop groceries in by parachute." Garland sneered some more and India did not smile. "And they don't have a radio or television, and they don't even have electricity."
"We're getting it," said Garland. "We'll be getting it soon. On top of a mountain you get the best television reception anyhow. Did you know that?"
Carmell said, "Whenever they get a new record, they have to come down here to play it."
India asked me, "Do you like to dance?"
"No. I'm more interested in outdoor things. Do you have horses?"
Carmell said, "They don't have horses up Odell Hollow! If they had horses up there they'd have two legs short and two legs long because it's so steep!"
I wondered why they let her get away with the teasing. I supposed it was because she had the record player. "You two come all the way down here just to practice dancing?"
"Our floor's no good," said India.
"And you don't have electricity!" Carmell hooted.
India said, "We have an old-time Victrola you can crank up."
"That old thing; it just plays moon-and-June songs. You have to have my record player." Carmell laid one hand on Mickey Mouse's arm. Garland was looking at her hand too. He had these yellow hazel eyes that kept moving all over the place most of the time, but for now they stayed on her hand.
"Boy, you have fat fingers, Carmell," he said. "You have just about the fattest fingers I ever saw. How do you pick things up with fingers that fat?"
Carmell rose. "I'm not going to break your record," she said. "But I'm telling Ma to send you home for calling me fat."
"I never," said Garland. "I never said anything except about your fingers, and boy, Carmell, they are sure fat."
Carmel's mouth and nose and eyes all tightened up close together in the middle of her face and she stomped out of the room.
"She'll go lie on the bed and cry," said Garland. "That's all she ever does."
"You're too mean, Garland," said India.
"She started it. She always gets too big for her britches." He grinned. "And that is big."
"Would they send you home?"
"Naw," said Garland. "There's a storm coming. The bridge might wash out."
I was full of questions. Had it ever happened, had they ever been stuck up there with no food, or down here, or in a snowstorm? But India started asking questions first.
"If they don't dance to Elvis and Jerry Lee Lewis," she said, "who do they dance to?"
I was going to explain that I couldn't possibly know because I didn't waste my time watching American Bandstand and all that nonsense, but, instead, this pitiful little voice came out of me saying, "I don't know what they dance to because I never learned to dance yet. Nobody ever taught me."
"We'll teach you, won't we, Garland?"
"Sure. Want to dance?"
I said no, but India was already putting the Mickey Mouse arm down, and this time I heard the bizarre words more clearly, about a girl like honeycomb. A hank of hair, and a piece of bone, and a walking, talking, honeycomb. I stiffened at the strangeness of the song, and I got even more rigid when Garland's hands touched mine.
"Can't you just go with the music?" he said, and I stumbled.
I was accustomed to being good at things, too. I could swim, and jump off the high board at the pool, and I was intending to dive off it next summer. I had more badges than any other scout in my troop, and I could sew my own skirts with matching kerchiefs, and I was the only girl I knew who could play chess. But Garland shoved me into a spin that made me dizzy and lurching, and I had a vision of myself as the formless thing with gaping pores, oozing honey. I tried to outguess him and be ready, but I never knew where the next prod would come from. It seemed to me the lights were dimming, maybe it was the storm, and I jumped free and pulled the arm off the record player.
Garland finished a turn as if there were still music, one hand extended to an imaginary partner. It is going to storm, I thought, so I wouldn't cry, and I pressed my forehead on the screen and watched the wind blow against the barn. A purple tinge to the air, a rushing in the grass along the creek. It's going to storm and they're dumb hillbillies and on top of being a hillbilly Garland is a sissy.
"You made it hard for her, Garland," said India.
I said, "Oh, it isn't his fault, I simply don't have any interest in dancing. Unlike everyone else, I am not in training to be a teenager. I have better things to do with my time."
India said, "I think she needs to learn the steps first. You just stand here beside me, Blair Ellen, and I'll show you what to do with your feet."
"And the songs don't make any sense," I said. But India was moving me over a little so I couldn't see Garland, just her, and she was demonstrating a simple two-step business with no music, over and over. "Well, I can do that," I said, "I just never bothered."
After a while, Garland came and stood with us, making a little chorus line, only he kept elaborating on it, moving forward and back, turning and dipping. Once or twice he tried to get India to dance with him, but she stayed by me, holding my hand; how cool and patient her hand was, longer than mine, and the reassuring slow jingle of her charm bracelets keeping the time. Plenty of time for me to get the step right.
"If that's all there is to it," I said, "I just get confused about turning and all that stuff."
Garland put on the record and India turned to face me and held both my hands and we did our two-step for a long time to the music. The girl in the song was as sweet as honeycomb now, and in the stormy air India was as white as a glass of milk.
"Okay, Blair Ellen," she said. "Here we go!" and she turned me with both hands and when I came around again she was waiting for me. Ha, I thought, did you see that, Garland?
Carmell had come back and was sulking in the doorway sucking on a Sugar Daddy stick candy, and Garland danced over to her and took her free hand, and they danced together. She wasn't bad either, not as good as India, of course, and she didn't do anything very active, but she kept the beat, and Garland did all the fancy turns he wanted while she moved her feet sturdily and sucked her candy. The next time round India went back to Garland and I danced with Carmell, and that proved I was doing it myself, not just because of India. I was even beginning to like the song, and I was saying so to Carmell when there was a crack of lightning, half the sky crackled and crazed, and a loud thumping from inside the house as Mrs. Odell came running out and told us to shut off the record player.
It didn't matter anyhow because at the next crack of thunder all the lights went out. Carmell screamed, and I jumped up and down with excitement. Mrs. Odell told us to stop fooling around, but we couldn't help ourselves from running from one window to the other to see the rain coming like thick, gray curtains across the bottom, hitting the barn, spraying us through the screen. We took the record player inside and started talking about whether to play Chinese checkers or Parcheesi because, said Carmell, Garland and India didn't have any games up on the mountain. I was pushing for Parcheesi, which I thought was a more serious, chess-like game, when there was a voice on the porch, Mrs. Odell calling me, and Aunt Pearl had walked down in all that rain in her trench coat carrying a big black umbrella and my clear plastic raincoat. We all stood around on the front porch while Aunt Pearl smiled and laughed and waved her hands and the umbrella, and Mrs. Odell didn't move at all, but they remembered each other, and talked about all the people they used to know at Owings. Meanwhile, we played a miniature version of tag, trying not to run and let the adults know what we were doing. When Garland was It, he cornered me behind Aunt Pearl and whispered, "Sorry. I'm no good at teaching people." I got him back while he was whispering, and then he chased Carmell and called her Sugar Mama, and she squealed, and Mrs. Odell shut them both up and Aunt Pearl and I started leaving, and from the porch I shouted, "India! When are you coming down again?" But she couldn't hear for the rain, and just waved.
Aunt Pearl asked me how I liked Carmell's cousins, and I said they were all right, but I didn't much like boys who were sissies. "That's a sissy?" asked Aunt Pearl. "They don't make sissies like they used to."
"Well," I said, "He's okay, but he likes Elvis Presley."
I went down to Carmell's every day after that to look for India and Garland, and also to be out of the house when Aunt Pearl cried. I didn't forget she was crying, but it didn't seem so terrifying to me anymore. Poor Aunt Pearl, I would be thinking as I had a pop with Carmell. She's probably up there crying her eyes out right now. I got used to Carmell too, her laziness, just sitting on the glider behind the clematis ladder sucking a pop. She could talk forever, told me all about her family, her married sisters and how many kids they had and how one little boy had a hernia. She never said much about India and Garland though. I would ask, and she would just say, "Oh, them, they're a half brother and sister."
"Which half?" I'd say. "What do you mean? Are they in the same grade? Are they twins?"
"No, they're not twins," she'd say, shaking her head. "But they are the same age. They live with our grandma. Do you want some more pop?"
One day so deep into the heat of July that the dogs didn't go off into the woods, but stayed with me, heads low and tongues hanging, I tapped on Odells' door. I could hear talking in the back, but it seemed like a long time before Mrs. Odell's head appeared. "Who's that? Blair Ellen? Well, come in, don't just stand there."
India was in the kitchen with them. She was sitting on a stool chopping something. I knew it was India and I was pleased, and then I looked again and thought it was some other girl, a poor girl wearing a blouse and skirt of two faded cotton prints that didn't match. A quiet, scrawny girl.
"We're making cakes," said Carmell, who had a big bowl in her lap and was mashing a stick of butter with sugar. "From scratch. For the homecoming at church."
They talked about this big homecoming party, and I kept hoping to be invited, but they didn't even give me a cake-baking job. I just stood there watching them be busy, disappointed with how quiet and thin India was. After a while, I said, "Where's Garland?"
Carmell said, "Garland won't bake cakes."
"He had to work," said India. "Pop needed him."
The idea of someone needing a boy to work sounded strange to me. When Mother gave me tasks, she always explained that they were for my own good, so I would learn how to do them, and Aunt Pearl never let me lift a finger. I said, "What kind of work?"
"The garden.'
"They work hard," said Carmell. "Grandma and Pop work them like the dickens, don't they, Ma?"
Mrs. Odell was beating a batter by hand. Muscles in her forearm separated and constricted with powerful regularity. "Work never hurt a body," she said.
"Garland gets mad, though, don't he, India? He gets in big fights with Pop and Grandma. He's always in trouble, and sometimes he runs away. Right, India?"
India shrugged and bent her face over the walnuts she was chopping into painstakingly small bits. But Mrs. Odell said, "Watch the laundry, Carmell. Watch your dirty laundry."
I thought I got the general drift of what she meant: that Carmell was supposed to shut up her blabbing. That there were things I wasn't supposed to know because I wasn't an Odell and I didn't even go to their church.
Once the cakes were in the oven, Mrs. Odell passed out sixteen-ounce soda pops.
"I always drink Pepsi," Carmell said. "Except for breakfast, then I drink orange."
"You ought to drink orange juice," I said. "Not orange pop." I didn't say it, though, until we were out on the back step with the washing machine thumping and sloshing away on the porch above us. I didn't want Mrs. Odell to hear me. Carmell sat down heavily on the steps, and India sat down too, with her knees up under her chin. Where were the crinolines, and why wasn't she dancing? Why did people always change on me?
I stood, and started suggesting games.
"It's too hot," said Carmell. "Who wants to run around and play tag?"
"Garland might come later," said India. As if that had anything to do with anything. It bothered me that her knees were red, and her ankle bones too.
"We could take a hike," I said. "I mean a walk, down by the creek." Carmell yawned. "Have you got paper and crayons, Carmell? We could draw."
Carmell gazed at the hills. "I suppose I could show you the puppies. We've got seven baby puppies. But you have to tie up those big dogs, Blair Ellen."
Pandora and Eppie had come around to the back when they heard us, and they were lying in the bare dirt under the steps, trying to keep cool.
"They would never hurt puppies," I said. "Pandora is Eppie's mother, and Eppie had puppies once too."
"You can't tell with a dog. Besides, they're so big they might step on the little ones by mistake."
"Listen, Carmell," I said. "These are purebred Irish setters and they are the most graceful dogs in the world."
Carmell said, "Well, they can't come in my barn."
I said, "We don't have to tie them. They're trained to stay." They had been trained to stay by Uncle Joe, but I had never tested them myself. I went down under the steps to talk to them while Carmell and India finished their pop. They wagged when I explained, and Eppie rolled over on her back to have her belly rubbed.
"Are they going to stay?" said Carmell.
"Stay," I said. "Stay Pandora, stay Eppie."
The dogs kept their heads up as we started for the barn, and Eppie got to her feet.
"Stay, Eppie!" I scared myself with the mean sound of my voice, but she lay back down. They seemed glad not to have to get up.
The wide open front of the barn had a truck and a tractor parked in it, and it smelled like a garage too. On one side were tools and cans and nails, a couple of tires and tire rims leaning against the wall, but when we had passed beyond the vehicles, the real barn began. A pyramid of old hay bales reaching up through the deep yellow heat into the loft. Carmell led us to the bales and started climbing. India turned once and offered me a hand, but I was embarrassed to be helped. "I'm okay," I said, wishing my legs were as long as hers. There was one precariously balanced bale at the summit from which you leaped to the loft. When India offered me her hand this time, I took it, and let her guide my leap lightly to safety. We were so high, and there were spaces between the boards up there, and beams with ropes and pulleys crossing the abyss. I wanted to swing on the ropes and run at top speed all the way around the balcony. India looked good again to me, long-bodied and bright-eyed. A good companion for adventures. Poor but spunky, like Little Orphan Annie.
"Look at that bale wobble!" I said. "If we got attacked, we could kick it away and be as safe up here as the Pueblo Indians!"
"The who?" said India.
"The Pueblo Indians. You know, the ones that had their houses carved out of rock, and they could pull their ladders up behind them. They're my second favorite after the Northwest Indians. Well, maybe they're tied for second place with the Iroquois."
"You're real smart, aren't you?" said India. And she meant it not as an insult, but as admiration.
"I just like to read. I go to the library twice a week."
Carmell was all the way at the front of the barn. "Do you want to see these puppies, or not?"
They were in a cardboard box with two sides flattened down, yapping and crawling in pink blindness over their mother, a small part-beagle who beat her tail when she saw us. I couldn't stand the way the puppies squirmed and piled on top of her. I felt sorry for her and extended my fingers so she could smell Pandora and Eppie. When I scratched her head, she got so excited she stood up, and the puppies fell off like a rain of leeches.
"Poor little things," said Carmell, picking up one of them, and making kissey-kissey noises at its muzzle.
India lay down on her side in some old hay and gathered an armful of the puppies to her. She said, "Do you want to hold one of these, Blair Ellen?"
"I'd rather pet her. I never did like babies."
Carmell giggled. "I bet you don't even know how you get babies."
"Oh, yes I do." I knew a little. Last year, almost every girl in my class at school had had a birthday party where one of the main activities after the cake and ice cream had been whispering about that.
Carmell said, "Did you ever see puppies come out? I didn't see these, but I saw the last bunch she had. It's like shelling peas for that old dog."
"I saw a goat," said India.
Carmell said, "Well, I saw a cow. And my oldest sister saw me."
"No she didn't!" I said.
"Yes she did. I was born at home and my oldest sister saw me."
"It's awfully hard to see things born when you live in town." I said it very firmly, and when they didn't answer I went on. "I was thinking these puppies need names."
Carmell thought it over. "There are seven of them, that's two for each of you and three for me."
"Of course, they're your puppies. Now what kind of names should they get? It can't just be any old thing. How about if it's something there are already seven of, like the seven dwarfs?" It seemed just right to me, seven ugly little names like Dopey and Sneezy.
"That's cute," said India. She was still lying on her side, as if she were a mother dog herself, enfolding the puppies.
"No," said Carmell. "That would be the same as Blair Ellen naming all of them."
"No, it wouldn't. I don't even know all the dwarfs' names."
Carmell pointed. "That one there is Spot."
"Spot! Just plain old Spot?"
"And that one's Pinky and that one's Ruff."
India said, "You go next, Blair Ellen."
I nodded, under pressure to choose well, not that I would have to be very original to better Carmell. I felt I had a tradition to uphold because Mother had named Aunt Pearl's dogs, first Pandora, and then the puppy Epimetheus because he was in the Greek myth with Pandora, but he turned out to be a girl dog so we called her Eppie. I knew more American Indians than myths, so I pointed to the most active looking of the puppies and said "That one's name is Apache."
"Apache!" cried Carmell. "You're not naming my dogs after cowboy movies!"
"I'm naming him after a Plains Indian tribe. And that one is named Algonquin." I turned to India. "I'll give you some tribe names too, if you want them. There's Comanche and Seminole and Crow—"
"Not Crow," said Carmell. India selected Comanche and Black-foot for one with a spot on its foot, and then we all lay back on some hay and sacks of feed, and India and Carmell talked about what they would name their kids someday.
After a while I said what I always said when these discussions got boring. "I wouldn't mind having kids," I said. "I like kids all right. But I don't intend to have a husband."
India said, "Well, you have to, if you're going to have kids, Blair Ellen."
"Not necessarily," said Carmell, covering her mouth and rolling onto her side in a giggle.
"People have been known to adopt, Carmell," I said. "You don't have to be so dirty-minded."
"I'm not dirty-minded," said Carmell. "Are you dirty-minded, India?" India shook her head, and then they both started giggling, and I felt my cheeks turn red because I didn't know what was going on.
India was keeping two puppies penned between her legs. One of them tried to climb up and got caught between her thighs. She lifted the other one up against her chest. "Look," she said. "A bye-kini."
Carmell really haw-hawed this time. Threw her fat legs up in the air. "That would be a good bye-kini for winter, it's made out of fur!" India had spots of pink on her cheeks, and she put the puppies down on her belly, and they tumbled and wiggled until they were under the skirt. "What are they peeking at?" called Carmell. "Oh, those bad puppies."
I turned my face away, looked out the window and saw Garland crossing slowly from the house with his hands in his pockets.
"Look," I said. "An enemy."
"It's just Garland," said India.
The feed sack Carmell was lounging on had a slit and some fine grain and powder had sifted out when she sat on it. She grabbed two handfuls of the stuff. "We'll bomb him."
I sprang to my feet and ran as fast as I could to the other end of the loft. I grabbed a piece of board from a pile and, lying on my stomach so I'd be less visible, poked the topmost bale until it toppled and fell with a resounding thud.
"Carmell?" Garland had heard it too. "India?"
I lay flat, the first line of defense of our pueblo, ready to die fighting for our women and children.
Garland appeared between the truck and tractor. To my left Carmell was dragging half a bag of chicken feed behind her. "We're up in the loft," she said, and, as Garland turned his face up to see, she dumped chicken feed on him. He had time to dodge most of it, but the grain spread through the air so much that he ended up coughing and spitting.
"Son of a bitch!" he shouted. "Son of a bitch!"
Carmell jumped up and down and laughed. "Now he's cursing! India, India, you have to tell Grandma that Garland cursed!"
She threw another handful of feed at him, and he stopped brushing himself and let it sift through the golden shaft of air all over him, closing only his eyes. Then, when the shower was over, he exploded into a run, not toward the pyramid of bales, but toward the other side of the loft where there was a staircase I hadn't even seen.
"Look out!" I yelled. "Here he comes!"
Carmell didn't run away. I had to admire her for standing there while he clattered up the ladder, thumped across the loft. "You have chicken feed in your hair!" she shrieked. "You have a mouthful of corn!"
She finally started backing away when he leaped over the box of puppies, but he caught her easily, snapped a knee behind her, knocked her to the floor and wrestled her head into the bag of grain. She squealed and kicked her legs, and then there was an increase of urgency in the squeals, and India and I ran over. He was stuffing her mouth with grain and she was making choking noises.
"Hey!" I said, "Stop it!" and I gave his shoulders a light punch. At the same time, Carmell shoved him off her chest and got to her feet with drool and feed coming out of her mouth, tears streaking the dust on her cheeks. She took a swing at him, and he leaped away easily.
"You're going to be sorry, Garland Odell," she said, and stomped off toward the stairs.
"Stick it in your mouth, pig!" shouted Garland at her back, grabbing another handful of feed and tossing it after her. "I ought to of done it to you too," he said.
"Me? I didn't throw anything at you."
"I saw you knock off that bale."
"Well, I wasn't throwing it at you."
India said, "You better hide, Garland, because Aunt Dora's going to be after you."
He slapped at his clothes. "I'm not afraid of Aunt Dora."
India pointed out the window. "Well, here she comes."
When I saw the length of her stride, I wondered if Carmell had taken the time to explain that India and I had been on her side in the game. She stopped at a bush along the driveway and bent a branch back and forth patiently till it broke, and then she stood there stripping it of leaves.
"Come on," said India. "We've got to hide him."
"Hide him from her?" She seemed to be staring through the walls of the barn as she stripped that switch. India jumped ten feet to the bales, and Garland went right after her and crouched where she pointed, in a crevice between two bales. She pulled a length of canvas over him and went down to the main floor. While I was frozen in terror, they had done all this, without a word. I went down the ladder and went and stood with India in the square of sunlight in the center of the barn. Mrs. Odell came holding the green switch with one hand at either end, pressing its shaft crosswise into her belly. She seemed eight feet high, and India didn't say a word. Come on, India, I thought, say the magic words, get us out of here. But her head was lowered, the nape of her neck exposed to Mrs. Odell. I looked straight up and saw the underside of Mrs. Odell's jowls, and there were three flat moles growing there.
She said, "All right India, where is he?"
India said something at the floor.
"Speak up!"
"The back way, Aunt Dora. He ran out the back way when he saw you coming." The green switch pressed deeper into the belly. India looked up at last and her eyes seemed rabbit-poppy and terrified. "He said not to tell you."
I had an urge to shout out, oh no, Mrs. Odell, India is telling a story! The truth is that he's right over top of us in this barn! And India is getting away with murder!
Mrs. Odell said, "India, that boy had better think twice before he lays a hand on Carmell again. That boy had better think twice before he comes down here again."
"Sometimes he's so bad, Aunt Dora," said India. "Sometimes we just don't know what to do with him."
"He had just better think twice before he comes down here telling me jokes and getting me to feed him dinner. You tell him, and you tell Ma Odell too. You hear?"
India heard, she heard and agreed with everything, she bit the thumbnail as she walked Mrs. Odell to the door. Her scrawny, sharp wing blades showed through her faded plaid blouse. India lied like anything, I thought, she lied to a grown-up, and got away with it. I expected her to leap and cackle in glee over her wickedness. But she came back walking rapidly and purposefully, looking older.
"Were you afraid?" I said. "Were you afraid lying to her?"
"She wouldn't hit me," said India, climbing the bales. I stuck with her. Was it so wicked after all? Hadn't Carmell started everything and wouldn't a beating for Garland be unfair?
"Would she have beat Garland?"
"Not much."
She pulled back the canvas. Garland was curled on his side with a beatific smile, snoring. She gave him a kick. He didn't move. She kicked him again. This time he rolled over and grabbed her leg and tried to pull her down beside him.
"Stop it, Garland!" she said. "You get out of here before Carmell comes back, right now!"
He got up, still grinning at India, who had made fists and was glaring at him. He shrugged, then lunged at me, gave me a smack in the shoulder. "Last tag!" he shouted and ran for the back door.
Every time we had fog in the morning Aunt Pearl made cocoa and cinnamon toast. The morning after the barn fight she put it on a tray and let me have mine on the lounge chair on the patio with an afghan over my legs. While I ate, she clipped roses. In the gray atmosphere her orange scarf seemed to give off the same glow as the pink and yellow roses. She looked so much like Mother, or the way I wanted Mother to look. I wanted to combine them: keep Aunt Pearl's long, supple back but add Mother's certainty about things. I closed my eyes, felt our stone patio and roses moving through the fog, majestically slow and gentle, not hurting anything in our path.
Aunt Pearl said, with her back to me, "Do you suppose Joe watches us?"
My eyes flew open and I found myself trying to pierce the pale gray sky. I imagined him lying on his stomach up there to get a good look through some chink in the clouds. Wearing a short, white summer choir robe. "I don't know," I said. "Why would he want to watch us?"
She sniffed a rose, clipped it, then sniffed again. "Do you remember what he looked like?"
I saw a thick, tweedy, brown suit and vest but I couldn't see his face. "I don't know," I said, and then suddenly I did see his face, very clearly, on the tan satin pillow, all the flesh flowing from his nose down over his cheek toward his ear. His jaw powdery pink instead of dark with beard. I was ashamed to remember him dead, and I thought it was a bad subject for her to talk about with a child.
"I feel so bad," she said. "I try and try and his face slips away from me. Isn't that awful? My own husband? But I hear his voice. I hear his voice all the time, but especially at night. Sometimes I wake up hearing what he said—that night."
I was absolutely sure this was one of the things adults were supposed to keep secret from children. I had an impulse to remind her I wouldn't be eleven till next week.
"He sat up in bed," she said, "and grabbed me by the shoulder and said, 'Pearl! Pearl! It isn't my fault!'" She spoke this last part in a strange, scratchy voice that I was ready to believe had come from beyond the grave. "Right in the bed upstairs," she whispered.
If Mother were here, I thought, she would say, now Pearl, hold yourself together, Blair Ellen is here.
She said, "Do you know, those first two weeks, he told me what to do all the time. When I had to talk to the mortician and the lawyer, I'd start to cry, and then I'd hear Joe getting disgusted with me and he'd say right over my shoulder, 'Oh, come on, Pearl, don't ask them what you want, tell them. They're working for you.' Once I actually turned around and of course he wasn't there, at least not so I could see him, and I started crying even harder, and I could hear him telling me to straighten up. But it was better to hear him than the way he's fading now."
Where were the dogs? I thought, unable to move under my afghan. If the dogs would show up, we could talk about them. Aunt Pearl said, "Do you suppose we fade for him too?"
I saw Uncle Joe in the short choir robe again, overhead, rubbing at the little window in the clouds as if it had fogged over. Can't see a thing, he muttered. Where'd they go? Seeing him so clearly scared me, and I kicked off the afghan. "Where are those dogs?" I said, and whistled, "Pandora! Eppie! Where are they, Aunt Pearl?"
She smiled at me. "Do you know, the last thing he talked about, that very night at supper, was giving you a big birthday party, with all the children from your class, like the other girls had last year. I know Sibyl and Lloyd didn't want you to have one, but it didn't seem right to Joe, after all the other girls did."
"Well, my birthday's in the summer."
"I know when your birthday is. It's next week. We could still have a party. We could bring some of your school friends from town, like that nice Gail Gordon, and I'd hang my Japanese lanterns out here on the patio—"
"Gail Gordon's not my friend. She's just always in the same class I am. I don't think I want a party."
"We have to do something."
"How about if we go to the fair?"
"We can have your friends out here for a cookout and then take them to the fair."
There was something funny. It was as if those kids, my school friends, the kids on my block, had faded for me just the way Uncle Joe had for Aunt Pearl, the way we probably did for Uncle Joe. "Can I have anyone I want, Aunt Pearl? Just exactly who I want and no one else?"
She said yes of course, because it was my birthday, and I smiled to myself and closed my eyes, holding what I wanted close to me as we cut forward through the fog. What I wanted for my birthday was India and Garland Odell with me in an exciting place, on the carnival rides at the fair would be fine. I had never exactly wanted a party before, and the excitement I wanted was similar to the excitement at those parties, but more private, more individually mine.
Those other parties last year had been of equivocal pleasure for me. Gail Gordon's mother started them by inviting everyone in the class three months in advance to a big eleventh birthday party for Gail, so five other mothers got busy and threw parties for their daughters in the meantime. My official position to anyone who asked me was that the parties spoiled every Saturday all winter, but the truth was more complicated, and I knew it myself because I got excited the night before every one of them. I knew what I hated: crunchy dresses with sashes, and the way perfectly normal girls whispered and simpered in front of the boys who looked stupid with sports jackets on. I hated the first half hour with the games that the mothers foisted on us, button button who's got the button and pin-the-tail, but once everyone was loosened up, we played our own games, usually hide-and-seek so we could run through the strange house. I remember at Gail Gordon's party, the big one, the culmination and climax of the whole crazy season, we started out in Gail's playroom and spread through the enormous house. I hid in a bathtub in a guest room way up on the third floor waiting and waiting and making little sighs that echoed off the porcelain. No one found me, so I finally went down, just in time for the refreshments.
The refreshments were meant by the mothers to be the main event. Gail's mother knew exactly what all the other mothers served, and she served everything they did and more. Bowls of chips, Sloppy Joe sandwiches, and a cake in the shape of an old-time automobile with pink and lavender headlights and hubcaps. The ice cream came with bowls of toppings so we could make our own sundaes.
Then we all sat around in the living room holding our bellies while the presents were opened, and when Gail's mother went off to clean up, we drowsily began the final activities, the games the mothers didn't know about, the kissing games. At the first few parties it was just spin the bottle and post office. I played those games, for a little while. The element of chance was exciting, not knowing who was going to give you your peck on the cheek. But I wouldn't play movie star, which was the only game at Gail's. The game was simple and straightforward. A boy was chosen: Tommy Tucker usually because he was the tallest and blondest, and when he rolled up his shirt sleeves he had muscles. The girls pushed him into a closet and lined up outside the door to go in and get kissed. That was it, a kiss from Tommy Tucker in the closet. The girl would come out staggering and rolling her eyes, and when the others asked her how it was, she would just smack her lips and sigh. When someone said, come on, Blair Ellen, it's your turn, I made a sour face. Not me, I said, I don't want to get trenchmouth. I couldn't admit that I actually wanted to be kissed by one particular person.
At Gail Gordon's party that day, Tommy got tired of being in the closet and came out, holding Gail herself, and he kissed her right in front of us all, bending her over backwards. She had long sausage curls for her party, and they trailed on the floor. The boys who hadn't been picked for movie star went wild then and began to chase the rest of us girls and there was a thundering and screaming up and down stairs until Gail's mother and father and the maid began appearing in different doorways with our coats.
In the end, for my party, I had to invite Carmell as well as India and Garland. "What is wrong with Carmell?" said Aunt Pearl. "She's such a nice, mature girl." At least half the time I liked Carmell, but I couldn't explain that she was ordinary compared to Garland and India. What I kept thinking was that their hair was redder.
I said, "India and Garland are different. Even their names."
Aunt Pearl said, "Carmell is a pretty unusual name too."
"No it isn't, it's just an old candy."
Finally Aunt Pearl pointed out that we had no way of getting in touch with India and Garland except through Carmell and her mother, and I saw that I was going to have to take Carmell too, so I started muttering. "I thought I was supposed to be able to have exactly whoever I wanted for my birthday and nobody else," and Aunt Pearl wrung her hands and rubbed her forehead, and I began to feel again like I was older than she was, and so I had to say it was okay, she didn't have to worry, I did like Carmell, it would be a better party with more guests anyhow, but could we go up to their house on the mountain to ask them?
Carmell went with us to ask them two mornings before my birthday. I rode in the back with the dogs and let Carmell sit in the front. The massive mahogany dashboard and steering wheel were so high that she couldn't even see out, but that was fine with Carmell. She touched the glove compartment button and the handle on the cigarette lighter. She pushed a button on the door, and down whirred the electric window. She sighed, and after a while said, "Can I raise it up and down again, Mrs. Stone?"
"Of course, honey," said Aunt Pearl.
Carmell lowered it, then laid her hands in her lap for several seconds before allowing herself the pleasure of raising it once more.
"I'm going to have a car like this someday," said Carmell.
Aunt Pearl said, "I'd like to trade this one in on something smaller, Joe and I went all the way across the country in this thing and I never drove one time because Joe said I couldn't handle it."
I got bored when people talked about material things like cars. "Where do we turn, Carmell? When do we start up the mountain?"
"Right up the road," said Carmell. "We should have got my daddy to bring us up here in the truck. He has four-wheel drive."
"We'll make it, won't we, Aunt Pearl?"
A coal truck came around the bend and Aunt Pearl hit the brakes and swerved onto the shoulder. "I hope so."
"Right here," said Carmell. "Turn right here."
It was a narrow, pulverized coal road, and I held my breath as we started up. This was Odell Hollow, and I knew we would see something special up here. Something exciting was sure to happen. Aunt Pearl said she heard that they still made moonshine liquor up here, and I heard from someone else that there were little hollows off of Odell Hollow where people married their sisters and brothers and the children were all retarded monsters. I pushed Eppie out of the way so I could stick my face out the window and not miss anything.
The road opened into a clearing where there were some low buildings with rusting metal roofs and coal trucks. "That's Odell Mine," said Carmell. "The Odells never owned it, but so many of them worked there, they call it Odell Mine."
Beyond the mine the road narrowed and the pulverized coal faded away, leaving us with plain old rutted dirt. When she saw a bridge ahead, Aunt Pearl said, "Oh dear, oh dear," and slowed down as much as she could and still keep us running. She lined the wheels up carefully with the boards of the bridge. It creaked, and I looked back at it thinking, there are only a certain number of crossings on that old bridge, and we just used up one. We had to climb more seriously now, and there was a trickle of water running right down the center of the road. The woods had closed in on all sides and the car lurched. Aunt Pearl kept on talking and giggling nervously. "If Joe could see where I was taking his car! He had a special chamois skin for washing it and another one just to dry it off and another one for dust."
"It gets worse as you go along," said Carmell. I saw a wonder in a clearing, a battered-looking old house on stilts with a sloping roof and a stone chimney. The front yard had no grass and was strewn with pieces of metal, two old cars without tires, chickens, skinny hound dogs who barked and set off Pandora and Eppie. Best of all were some ugly children who picked up sticks and clods of dirt and threw them.
Aunt Pearl said, "Those children are throwing things at us!"
"They're Crains," said Carmell. "They ain't all here in the head." I settled back in my seat, thrilled by the way the Crains' hair seemed to have been snatched out of their scalps in irregular clumps, and how their legs were too short for their bodies.
"I can't drive all that much farther," said Aunt Pearl. "If I park, do you think those children would hurt the car?"
"Yes, ma'am," Carmell nodded. "They like to strip cars."
So we drove another quarter mile with Aunt Pearl gasping over every bump, and then we came to a place where the road took a dip and went under water for a few yards. "That's it," said Aunt Pearl. "We don't ford streams in this car."
"My daddy's four-wheel drive goes right through."
"Not me," said Aunt Pearl. "We're walking from here." She sat with her door open, taking off her shoes, slipping down her garters, and peeling off her hose.
I said, "Can I go on ahead with Pandora and Eppie?"
"You can't take those dogs," said Carmell. "Pop has big hunting dogs up there and they'll eat yours alive."
She made me mad, always wanting to leave Pandora and Eppie out of things, but Aunt Pearl thought maybe the dogs would keep the Crain children from destroying the car. I took off ahead, leaving them to walk as slowly as they wanted. I didn't bother with the stepping-stones but waded the water and walked fast up the hill to get out of their sight.
Carmell shouted after me, "You better watch out! It's just a little old path with a rope! You'll miss it!" But I had already got to the bend and was walking on as if I were completely alone.
The green bushes reached out from the banks, and sometimes insects burst out and buzzed me. Mud-clay caked my shoes and my feet became huge clomping things that slowed me down and I wondered what would happen if a Crain came out of the woods. Could I run? How far back were Aunt Pearl and Carmell? There were no birds or even flowers around me, just weeds and creepers going up the sides of trees. Leaves of all shapes. Like tulips, like blades; some with pinked edges, some with edges browning and curled. Ticks fall off of leaves, I'd heard, into your hair. Too many live things. At the top of another rise was a clearing with a bathtub rusting in the weeds, and an old Ford pickup that still had air in the tires backed into the bushes so its nose pointed downhill. I sat on the running board to wait for Carmell and Aunt Pearl, and I saw opposite me, up the side of the hill through itchy weeds, a hemp rope nailed to trees and posts.
I waited till Carmell and Aunt Pearl came into sight and then I pointed and shouted, "Up there?" and when Carmell nodded yes, I took a deep breath and leaped the ditch, plunged up the steps, mud reinforced with boards. I moved as fast as I could, lifting myself with my hands as well as my feet, wrenching myself up by main force. At the top of the stairs was a great swell of grass and sky. I moved forward cautiously, almost dizzy after being enclosed by hillside and weeds. There was a path through this unfolding of sky, and then I really was on top, with everything spread around me: fields, woods, roads, barns, and I didn't recognize a single place among all this doubling and corrugating of hills.
Ahead of me was a weather-gray house with a porch. On one side, like crosses with their tops knocked off, were two clothesline poles. Only the roof of the barn was visible as the hill started down again.
Dogs barked and a person came out on the porch and stood in the shadows, but before I had a good look, one of the dogs came baying over the grass, springing high to keep its eye on me. If you run, he'll chase you, I thought, and clasped my fist in my hand and pressed hard as panic came up out of my stomach. The dog stopped about fifteen feet away, a hound with a huge head and hackles up all along his back and down his tail. He gave a single, stiff-legged lurch in my direction, and everything seemed to fall away around me and the dog. The sun paled, the wind no longer touched me. There was no house, nothing human left in the world. He threw his head back and bayed so deeply that the sky vibrated. The sound seemed to shake Garland and India out of the air. They came from different directions, Garland nearer and walking directly to the dog. He slapped its head. "Shut up, Puny," he said, scowling at it and then at me. The dog melted down to about a third of its size and flopped wagging at his feet.
India had more dogs around her legs. "Don't be scared, he's just a pup." Her dogs were red like Puny, short haired and even bigger than Pandora and Eppie. They wagged but stayed with India.
Garland raised a fist at Puny, and the dog stopped wiggling. "Learn some sense, dumbbell," he said. "He's so chicken the rabbits hunt him."
"You don't have to hit him," I said. "He didn't attack."
Garland was bare chested. He pulled a tee shirt out of his jeans and wiped his face with it. "I hit my dogs if I want to. What are you doing up here?"
For some reason, India was staying a little distance away from me and not smiling. At that moment Aunt Pearl and Carmell came over the horizon and Garland's face turned vicious. "Goddamn, here they all come!" he said and ran off toward the woods.
"He cursed again," I said to India.
She made a half smile and looked away. Puny came to me, crawling on his belly, and the other dogs came too. None of them smelled very good, but they were eager for petting and they nearly knocked me over.
India said, "Your aunt is so pretty."
She looked foolish to me coming through the field with her white pocketbook and the thin, plaid dress with puffy sleeves. I didn't mind her dressing that way most of the time, but it looked all wrong on Odell Mountain.
"Oh, the beautiful dogs!" cried Aunt Pearl. "What kind are they?" They leaped for her, sniffing frantically at her skirt and hands and their thick, long tails beat me as they kissed Aunt Pearl.
Carmell said, "Those are redbone hunting hounds. Pop and my daddy drove all the way to North Carolina to buy them."
Aunt Pearl squatted down and made her dog love noises, little clucks and lip smackings. One thing about Aunt Pearl, she never let her clothes get in her way.
India said, "Why don't you all come on over to the house. Grandma is waiting to see who it is."
Carmell said, "Don't you want to know what they came up here for?"
India dropped her head again and gave that tiny smile with her mouth closed. the face she used for lying to grown-ups.
Aunt Pearl said, "Do you get water from a well, India? There's nothing as good as cool, deep well water."
"Yes, ma'am," said India. "We don't notice it one way or the other."
In front of the house were some broad, flat rocks and stubbly grass around them. Nearest the house was one spot worn to the dirt where some red hens were scratching. The grandmother sat in a hardback chair with her hands folded in her lap, a very old woman, I thought, but I think I was probably confused by her collapsed, toothless mouth. The skin over her cheekbones was still taut, and her center-parted hair more brown than gray.
Carmell gave her a kiss, and she snatched out and grabbed Carmell around the waist and held her close. "Look who's here," she said. "My big old fat granddaughter. You, India!" Only she pronounced it Injuh, "Go inside and make some Kool-aid for these folks."
"Oh, I'd be happy with a glass of well water," said Aunt Pearl. "A glass of well water would do just fine," but India was already gone.
Carmell said, "Grandma, this here's Mrs. Stone and Blair Ellen Morgan."
"Well, set down on the swing," said Grandma. "It ain't bad since we put the pad on it."
Aunt Pearl said some things as she sat down, she always had things to say. How beautiful the view was, how she really would be happy if they didn't go to any trouble and she would just have a drink of water.
Carmell was still squeezed up to her grandmother. "They're the ones that live at that house, Grandma. They're the ones that have that wishing well with no water."
Grandma Odell said, "Huhn. So that's why they want well water." She gave Aunt Pearl a glance, but she stared all over me with little eyes like mere glints of light behind the shiny tops of her cheeks. "Carmell, tell that girl to have a seat.'*
Aunt Pearl said, "Sit down, Blair Ellen."
I sank where I was, on the edge of the board porch with my back to a wooden pillar.
"What's the matter with that girl? We have chairs."
"She wants to pet the dogs," said Carmell. "She's animal crazy/*
I was grateful to Carmell for explaining me to her grandmother, so I called Puny over.
"Well," said Grandma Odell, "when your sit-upon gets weary, you see the chairs."
Aunt Pearl crossed her ankles and spread out her skirt and took the scarf out of her hair. "Mrs. Odell, if I had a view like this I don't think I would ever get a thing done. I'd be out on this porch every minute."
"It's all right in the summer. But some winter they're going to come up here and find us frozen stiff."
I slipped off my shoe and scratched Puny's rib cage with my big toe.
Grandma said, "You like that smelly old thing? I'll give him to you."
I said, "We have Irish setters. I mean Aunt Pearl does."
Aunt Pearl laughed. "They're more yours than mine, honey. I don't know what I'll do with them when I go back to the apartment."
"If I had my way," said Grandma, "we'd never waste the slops on those dogs. But men are crazy to hunt. India!"
From way inside the dim house India answered, "Yes ma'am?" The windows had panes of a brilliantly wavy glass that made the air inside seem black.
"Hurry up in there!" Then, to Aunt Pearl, "That girl's dreamy. She ain't a bad girl, she does what she's told. But she takes all night and day to do it."
I began to imagine that India was Cinderella. She and Garland were obviously orphans, and their grandmother kept making over Carmell. No wonder Garland was bad. I would never just say yes ma'am the way India did. I would rebel like Garland.
Aunt Pearl was explaining who we were. She told how she and my mother grew up around Short's Mine and Owings, and they used to know Carmel's mother. And my father was a teacher and my mother too.
"I wouldn't know," said Grandma Odell, letting Carmell go after one final smoothing of her hair. "I wouldn't know anything about who lives where because when you make the mistake of marrying an Odell you get stuck up on top of one mountain or another for the rest of your life." I was shocked, that an old woman would say such a thing like that about her life. Her voice changed too, thinned and shrilled. "Living with an Odell," she called. "Oh, what a cross to bear. I had two Odell sons, and they was tu-wins. Two boys, a bad one and a good one. The good one was Otis and he had Carmell, and the bad one was named Elroy Lee. I gave Elroy Lee the best name and all he ever gave me was trouble. Trouble and those two children, and the girl is dreamy and the boy is just like his daddy." She paused and looked at me and Aunt Pearl again. "If I was you, I'd keep that little girl away from Garland. Or she'll end up on some mountain herself."
Aunt Pearl bubbled out a giggle. "I don't think she's old enough to worry about boys yet."
"Maybe she's not, but Odells start fast," said Grandma.
Down by the barn was a man in overalls and he started toward the house and then stopped and seemed to sniff the air.
"Watch him," said Grandma. "Watch him run away as soon as he sees we got company up here."
He didn't exactly run, but he did turn on his heel and disappear behind the barn.
"Sometimes I wonder," said the old woman, shaking her head. "Sometimes I just wonder."
I was hoping Aunt Pearl would ask her what she wondered about, or maybe Carmell would translate, but here came India with a tray, and she had changed her clothes, put on an old party dress, too small for her, tight across the chest with pink puffs in the sleeves gone flat. She had her charm bracelets on again, one on each arm. "Changed clothes, did you?" said Grandma, taking the first glass of purple Kool-aid with no ice and tasting it. She made a face but waved India and her tray on to Aunt Pearl. Besides the Kool-aid on the tray there was a large plate of corn bread squares cut and spread with jam.
Carmell took hers and said, "I don't mind if I do even if there is no ice."
Grandma Odell pretended to reach over and spank her and said she was spoiled rotten. Aunt Pearl said how delicious everything was, and of course she really hated the Kool-aid. It didn't taste right to me either without ice.
After serving everyone, India sat on the step beside me, and I stared at her charm bracelets because the dress embarrassed me. Little sterling silver airplanes and Scottie dogs and rocking horses and a silver acorn. She saw me looking and turned her wrist slowly so I could see all of them. Her grandmother was still talking about weather and chickens and gardens and Aunt Pearl was exclaiming what do you know and is that so? India said, "Do you want to see something?"
Of course I did. I was hoping it would be something inside the house, but she pointed around the back.
"Where are you going?" said Grandma Odell.
"I want to show Blair Ellen you-know-what."
"Don't you want to go, Carmell, honey?" Every time she spoke to Carmell her voice got tiny and silly as if Carmell were a baby.
"I don't want to go back there. I know what she's going to show Blair Ellen."
Aunt Pearl said, "Don't be long, Blair Ellen, we have to leave soon."
In the back was the roofed well platform. It had a crossbar with a long tin can tied to it, maybe a piece of stovepipe with the bottom closed off and a hole in the side. India let me untie the scoop and lower it slowly, clanging against the sides of the well. The hole was boarded over so you couldn't see the water, and it seemed like the scoop took a long time to get down. The depth of it gave me a shiver. A bottomless pit, I thought, just before the container hit water. The heaviness of it full was more than I had ever lifted, but I could crank it with the handle and it came up swinging and sloshing.
I drank three times from a speckled enamel dipper, looking out at the field each time, feeling that the sun and wind together were one powerful friendly animal that lapped at my ankles and lifted my bangs.
"Well," said India, "do you want to see my goat?"
"I didn't know you had a goat!"
"I always had a goat, but now she has a kid."
We ran together through the sun-wind, India loping ahead toward the farthest clothesline pole. The nanny goat trotted out to the end of her tether to meet us, dancing sideways with neat little steps. The baby came to me in two short dashes, pausing once to look me over. Fine brown hair along its back, white stockings, and tiny pink hooves. The end of its face was silky and it stretched its lips to suck my fingers. "Look, India!" I said, a shudder of pleasure running from my fingertips all through me. "Look!"
India lay down in the grass, smiling and smiling, and the light came from behind her red hair.
The mother goat shoved me, gently, and I scratched the coarse hair between her horn bumps. She bleated when I stroked her throat, and the vibration ran down her chest and along my arm. The kid seemed to realize suddenly that I wasn't what it thought I was, and it spat out my fingers and ran and butted the nanny and started to suckle. I sat back in the grass just like India, daring the gray jumping spiders and ticks to crawl under my clothes.
"We got Nanny to keep the grass short," said India, "and then we decided we might as well breed her. She's real smart with her baby. The dogs won't come on this side of the house at all. When Puny wants to go down to the woods, he makes a great big loop through the grass. I never saw her butt him or anything, but he sure knows better than to fool with her."
We didn't say anything for a while, and then my heart beat fast because I thought this was my chance, I wasn't sure for what. I said, "Why is Garland mad?"
"He's not mad. He ran off because he's shy."
"He acted mad. He cursed me."
"He wasn't cursing you. He was just surprised."
I tried some other questions. I was sure India knew what I wanted, if I could just figure out the question. "Hey, India, where does your daddy live?"
She sat up, and for a moment I was afraid she would run away too.
"Ohio," she said. "He's way off in Cincinnati, Ohio." She hesitated, seemed to settle a little. "He sends me bracelets all the time, but he don't claim Garland. Even so, everybody knows he's his father. They look alike."
I didn't understand. Could parents disclaim children any time they wanted? I didn't think so; I was pretty sure the meaning was more hidden than that. India's neck was long like a lady's, smooth. All of her that showed—arms, legs, neck—was long and smooth and secret, and I couldn't think of the right questions.
Aunt Pearl came around the edge of the house and waved her fingers. "Come on, India," I said. "I'm going to invite you somewhere."
Her eyes got large, and she ran ahead of me, never asking where I was inviting her. When we got to the porch, Grandma Odell said, "India, Mrs. Stone wants to take you children to the fair Thursday. What are you going to do about your chores?"
"Do 'em ahead of time!"
Grandma Odell said, "They'd have to sleep over down at Otis's."
"They do that all the time anyhow," said Carmell.
I wanted them to sleep at Stone Paradise with me, but of course I couldn't invite them, and I wouldn't be able to have Garland anyhow because he was a boy.
Grandma Odell sat for a few seconds perfectly still, and India stood rigid in front of her. "Well, I don't see any reason why they shouldn't. India anyhow. I don't know about Garland."
"He wants to go too," said India. "He'll do his chores early."
Grandma Odell called Carmell to her and stroked her hair. "I don't know how India knows, but she knows. Those two always know what the other one's thinking. She's just as good as gold, and that Garland is nothing but trouble, but they each know what the other one is thinking. It was the same way with my twin boys."
I worried about thundershowers, and Aunt Pearl worried about the food. Every time she asked me about Jell-O salad, or fried onions on the cheeseburgers, I would say, "But, Aunt Pearl, we just want to eat corn dogs at the fair." And she kept saying, "Yes, of course but we couldn't very well have a party without food, could we? And these people out here think it's an insult if you don't offer food in your house." We strung the Japanese lanterns across the kitchen and hung extras in the living room, and then I got dressed and went to watch the weather.
I had an outfit that Mother and Daddy had given me at my birthday dinner. Sunday was the first time I had been home since summer began, and Aunt Pearl and I had dressed up and met Mother and Daddy at church. I saw them all fresh-shaved, stockings on, ties tied, hats in place, and it was as if they were nice-looking strangers. I saw them in front of my eyes instead of feeling them all around me. Even at my house for the pork roast birthday dinner, it still wasn't like being home. I never took off my white tee strap shoes and crinolines. I didn't go out looking for the kids at all, and up in my room I exchanged a couple of Black Stallion books for a couple of other ones, and I got a new load of comics from my collection and some different games, but it didn't smell right in the room. I was pleased, but also vaguely surprised that Mother and Daddy knew to get me The Big Book of Indians, and a poptop outfit—checked shorts and matching sleeveless blouse with rows of ruffles and rickrack. I was as amazed as if there hadn't been telephones.
I didn't get homesick until I was back at Stone Paradise again, and then, suddenly, the house came back to me warmly, and Daddy's new redwood fence that he built himself to keep the rabbits out of the vegetable garden, and above all, my own mother, who didn't sob in the afternoon and never consulted me except out of politeness or for my own good. Not like Aunt Pearl who, when she asked where to hang the Japanese lanterns, really wanted to know.
So I stood at the top of the steps at Stone Paradise, waiting for my Stone Paradise party, thinking I had missed my chance, that I should have begged to stay there, in town, at home. That this wasn't home, that there was nothing here but potential disaster. The sun went in and out behind clouds, but even when it was out and terraces and the road and the hills were golden, I found myself watching the next big cloud move ominously across the sky. What did I want from the red-headed Odells anyhow? Kids in town would laugh at them. The kids on my block would tease me about becoming a hillbilly. Even Aunt Pearl had whispered to Mother about their house on the mountain with no running water, and she whispered something even lower about their family. After a while, Mother told me she was proud of me for befriending those poor children and I felt guilty because it wasn't a good deed at all, it was because of something I wanted, and now I couldn't even remember what it was. I kept thinking of home, of our scout troop's autumn hike and camp-out, and the regular kids on my block who would be out with their bicycles and footballs and the girls would have to fight again to get to play sports with the stupid boys. It seemed to me that I had done something unnecessarily complicated by inviting the Odells for my birthday. That I had done something strange, even abnormal.
A coal truck came up the hill, and I looked directly down into its bed. For half a second, from this steep angle, I couldn't tell if the dead blackness was a mound of coal or something concave, a pit. The difficulty of perspective frightened me, and by the time the truck was gone, it didn't matter that all I'd seen was a heap of coal; I felt as if a vacuum cleaner were sucking my energy from the inside. I had often been afraid of things, of injections, of being caught at something, but I had never before had this fear of collapsing inward. I seemed to be in a place with high walls around me, and on the far rim of the pit were the Odells, scrawny, bouncing red demons.
I saw the real Odells coming, Carmel's mother too, and I was thankful to see them; nothing could be as lonely as that moment of collapsing into a hole. I ran and told Aunt Pearl they were here, and then ran back to watch them come up the steps, walking slowly and formally: Carmell first, wearing a poptop like mine only frillier and she looked a mile wide from above; India, wearing her black circle skirt; and Garland, with his hair slicked down. They were carrying things like a safari: presents, records, the Mickey Mouse phonograph. Carmell and India dumped gifts into my arms and Garland grimaced. Aunt Pearl swirled out in a chiffon dress like Loretta Young on television, and she and Mrs. Odell spent the next ten minutes lining us kids up in front of the wishing well for snapshots, and Aunt Pearl had to ask everyone's advice about how to use Uncle Joe's Leica with the f-stop. We stood in a row, the four of us, me caught between Carmell's bulk and India's crinolines with Garland muttering under his breath in the back.
When they finally let us move, I stayed close to Carmell because she seemed more normal to me, nothing unusual about her except fat, and I knew lots of fat kids. Garland and India looked all wrong again. She was too quiet, and he was wearing white socks with black shoes. And his hair looked like it had been painted on with shoe polish; it lay flat to his head except for one section toward the front that was uncurling like an inverted comma. What kind of boy, I thought, would go someplace with three girls and a woman anyhow.
Carmell said, "Well, aren't you going to open the presents?"
It wasn't the right time, but at least it was the right thing, so I led them inside and we sat around in the bamboo bentwood furniture and Aunt Pearl made me show the things Mother and Daddy had given me first, my outfit and the Big Book of Indians with the gorgeous full-page, color pictures. Aunt Pearl had bought me a knife-pleated skirt for school, and now there were the two boxes from the Odells, wrapped in the same pink and blue paper that was creased in the wrong places as if it had been used before.
"Open mine first," said Carmell, and she reassured me by seeming to know all about birthdays, and her gift was a real birthday party gift, a pink plastic vanity set: hand mirror, comb, and brush. I knew exactly how to handle each object and say how pretty and pass them around and tell how much I liked them.
But I touched the box from India and Garland gingerly, sure it wouldn't be right. Aunt Pearl and I had discussed the problem of their poverty, and we even thought of not telling them that this was a birthday party, but we wanted a cake and candles, and Carmell already knew. So I opened their present, expecting something cheap, a bottle of twenty-nine-cent perfume or a couple of candy bars. Instead, it was a charm bracelet, one of India's, I realized at once, recognizing the acorn, the antique car, the rocking horse. Charms were a couple of dollars apiece, too, sometimes more. I held it toward Aunt Pearl, and Carmell exclaimed, "You gave her a charm bracelet? You gave her one of your—"
India broke in. "It's from me and Garland both. It's from the two of us."
"Why, I should think so," said Aunt Pearl, examining the bracelet and then passing it to Mrs. Odell. "It is an absolutely beautiful present. Blair Ellen, stick out your hand and I'll fasten it on for you."
"She never gave me a charm bracelet for my birthday," said Carmell.
I was so thankful for Aunt Pearl's and Carmell's big mouths. I kept wanting to say she shouldn't have given me this one either. I kept thinking, you aren't supposed to, you aren't supposed to make sacrifices for a birthday party. You aren't supposed to give the only thing you ever get from your father. I knew I should make over it at least as much as I made over the pink plastic stuff from Carmell, but I couldn't even smile. The bracelet seemed so heavy. I just stuck my arm out and let Aunt Pearl name each charm on the bracelet. After that India stayed close to Aunt Pearl, and I stuck with Carmell. Garland looked out the door.
"Well, let's dance now," said Carmell. She seemed to have put herself in charge of the party, and that was fine with me. Mrs. Odell and Aunt Pearl went out to the kitchen and I danced with Carmell to the hank-of-hair song, and Garland and India danced together and none of us made any effort to change partners. Garland and India seemed content, though, dancing with their faces still, doing amazing things and always knowing each where the other one was going to be. Carmell and I just went along, one foot two foot, more or less marking time till they called us in to eat.
"Garland!" said Mrs. Odell. "Get in here and help Mrs. Stone carry things to the table!"
To my amazement he stopped dancing and went in, not even making a face. "Why, thank you, Garland," said Aunt Pearl. Then he picked up a napkin she dropped, and she said, "Why, thank you, Garland," again. And when we all sat down, he actually pulled the chair out for her and got it back under her in plenty of time for her to land on it as she sat. "Why, Garland!" said Aunt Pearl.
"He knows how to get around a person when he wants to," said Mrs. Odell.
It was getting late and we were still eating, and Aunt Pearl and Mrs. Odell kept talking, and I imagined that we would be riding through the dark, and, just as we arrived at the fair with the colored lights of the carnival ahead of us, some unseen hand would pull the plug and it would all go out. I finally said, "Aunt Pearl, what if it rains?"
She was in the middle of talking to Mrs. Odell, but she stopped long enough to look me in the face. One thing about Aunt Pearl, if you could catch her right, she would really listen to you. She said, "Mrs. Odell, I think we better leave the pans," and within five minutes she had her scarf and pocketbook and Mrs. Odell had the records and phonograph to take home, and we were climbing in the car, me in the back with Carmell and Garland; India and Mrs. Odell in the front with Aunt Pearl. It was darkening too early because of the clouds and we had to drive all the way across the county, but once we had dropped Mrs. Odell and were moving, I was hopeful again. Even if it did rain, Aunt Pearl would make something good happen.
She said, "We have to play something since we didn't have any time for any party games. What's that car game you like, Blair Ellen?"
"Graveyard!" I said. "You count the cows on your side of the road."
"I know that game," said Carmell. "You have to bury them if you pass a graveyard."
Carmell and I discussed how to count sheep and horses and dogs, and Garland said, "That's a game? Counting cows?"
"It's a car game," I said. "It's a special game for long car trips and vacations."
"I go on vacations," said Garland, and then, in a low voice so that Aunt Pearl couldn't hear, "And I don't have to play dumb games either." His hair had come completely unstuck, and it looked like wet feathers. Something about the way it looked made me mean.
I said, also softly, "Where do you go for vacations, Garland? Last year Mother and Daddy and I went to Blackwater Falls. Where did you go?"
The hills were sidelit just now with a strange, almost horizontal light that had slipped out between two bands of cloud. Garland's mouth got tight and he didn't say anything. You could see how badly he wanted to run away, and for an instant I thought he would break a window and jump. I hadn't meant for them to hear me in the front seat, but India's voice came drifting over the seat. "We visited our daddy in Cincinnati, Ohio," she said. "We went on the train to Cincinnati."
Carmell said, "The main kind of trip Garland takes is hitchhiking. Right, India? He runs off and hitchhikes to town all the time. He almost didn't get to come tonight because he ran off and hitchhiked to town yesterday, right, India?"
"Two or three times a week," said India, sounding proud. "He can get rides anywhere."
"But it's dangerous," said Aunt Pearl.
Garland was staring out the window, but I saw the side of his face grinning. "Don't like to be tied down," he said. "Never did."
As if to prove his point, Garland disappeared as soon as we got to the fair, and I was disgusted with Carmell and India because they wanted to see the exhibits, paper plate loads of tomatoes and green peppers, shelves of fruits and jellies in mason jars, hangers with homemade aprons and baby dresses. I yawned and spoke of candy apples, hoping to lure Carmell out, at least. Finally we went toward the baby rides, the merry-go-round, and little boats in a pond. All the time I was watching the big rides, deeper into the carnival, the ones that took some courage to ride.
We were buying candy apples when Garland burst out of the crowd with his cheeks red. There was a stage, he said, and they had little dogs jumping through fire; we had to hurry or we'd miss it! We went rushing through the crowd after him, and it was a good show. The dogs climbed ladders and leaped off into the arms of their trainer. Aunt Pearl said that those dogs loved that man, that they had been trained with kindness; they liked leaping for him. Next Garland took us to a place where you could pitch pennies, and he won a blue glass and Carmell won an ash tray, and I suddenly realized that it hadn't rained and no one had pulled the plug, that I was having a good time even if Garland had discovered all the best things while we were in Agricultural Arts. I asked Aunt Pearl how much time we had left, and she said we could stay as long as we wanted. She was drinking coffee from a cardboard container and holding a fistful of tickets for our rides. "It's your birthday, honey," she said. But I could tell by her face that, kind as she was, there was a limit.
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