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The California Story

(Chapter one of a novel in progress)
By Mary Troy

In late August in the Midwest, the heat travels through flesh and bakes joints and bones; breathing
would be easier with gills. At Joy’s house, the windows are nailed shut for safety, all of them that is
but the window in the kitchen with the impotently rattling window unit. She leads me back to her
tiny kitchen and fixes two glasses of ice water. In spite of all her years of restaurant work, that’s
the extent of her hospitality. Even before we sit across from each other at the white painted wood
table, the sun coming in through the window behind Joy and above the air conditioner, filtered
through her blond frizz, the first complaint is launched. An exclamation about how long it’s been
since | last visited. She asks why I'm there now, and says if | want to leave she’ll get over it. | say
my job keeps me busy, though | doubt she remembers what my job is. I'm here out of guilt, | do not
say. | tell myself that at thirty-eight, I'm no longer bothered by the past, no longer controlled by
Joy’s neediness. Joy says if | leave, she’ll get over it.

An hour at the most, | tell myself and watch the ice melt in my glass that is soon as wet on the
outside as the inside. “What’s new, Joy?”

“Mom. I'd like it if you called me Mom.”

| shrug, and then probably because the new is mundane, she launches into the old, her California
story, one | know but haven't heard for a while. | managed an escape from Wolf Pass for more than
a decade, but a promotion in the National Parks System brought me to St. Louis, a mere hour’s
drive from Wolf Pass where all three of my mothers live. | put off visiting for as long as | could,
feeling their needs and wants like hot breath on my neck, like small electric shocks, and finally
chose to start with Joy. Joy’'s story is also about escape, hers from Lee and Eisenhower and fascism
and having been dropped on her head. If someone had just painted over the hot pink, if Lee had
done it instead of moaning about the fool lost to time who'd slathered thick hot pink over the
natural red bricks of the three-story, hundred-year-old house in the South side of St. Louis, Joy
would’ve had a different life. But she claims she’d change little of the experience, the good or the
bad. She has her Jeff and her memories of Kevin who will love her always and whose face surprises
her still in background scenes of old television shows, a face with those perfect comma-like dimples
on either side of his mouth, the right side deeper and just a smidge farther from his lips.

It began, she always says, with her suspension from Angus Dei High for two weeks in her senior
year, an over reaction to a bit of plagiarism that meant she was alone in the hot pink house that
Monday in early April, trying to read about Eisenhower and the cold war as her social studies



teacher and Lee, my granny, had ordered. But instead, she went out to the concrete stoop, sat in
the weak April sunlight, and soon one of the water company workers tearing up the street sat

beside her to eat his bratwurst. Whoever lived in the hot pink house must be odd, he joked. He and
his fellow ditch diggers all assumed so. He
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smiled, claimed he’d been designated to find out. Was she odd? She’'d never been teased by
someone so good looking. He was Kevin O’Malley, a twenty-six-year-old destined for stardom.

For the next three days she fed him priced-for-quick-sale cold cuts and cheese, gave him a few of
Lee’s Budweisers. Kevin was on his way to Hollywood to be discovered. He knew all he had to do
was hang around the sets and be chosen for crowd scenes and then his good looks would make
him stand out and he’d be given a line or two and the rest, fame and money, would follow without
much effort. The hardest part was driving there, and he wondered if she could drive a stick shift.
Two drivers pushing his old VW Beetle across the desert and mountains would be better than one.

Because on the fourth day he kissed her right on the front stoop in full view of all the South City
busybodies, his lips like down filled pillows over rocks, she knew they’'d have to go the next day,
and they did, leaving at mid-morning on a Friday while Granny was sitting behind her mahogany-
veneered desk at the downtown Mercantile bank denying yet another small business loan,
something she loved doing because it proved her view of life: If you needed a loan, you probably
didn’t deserve one.

Joy is one of my three mothers, and I've heard all their stories. As | sit in Joy’s stifling kitchen, the
window air conditioner behind her rattling and pushing about stale air smelling of burnt bacon, |
think that of my many mothers, Joy may not be the most fascinating, interesting, or complicated.
On certain days when | am in a self-pitying mood, she seems the worst. Other times, like Mother’s
Day or Christmas, | think not one of them is fascinating or interesting, and the complicated part is
only that they’ve turned their own minds inside out trying not to seem what they are, trying to be
what they pretend. Joy and the others say they do not pretend. We're not a fanciful people,
Sammie says. We live the lives we’ve been given, Kay Baby says. Everyone here is against me, Joy
says, adding it's the rock-bottom truth.

What do | say? Leave me alone, or | don’t blame you, a statement often a lie. | was passed from
sister to sister with seeming little thought, as if | were a casserole dish they shared, so of course |
have blamed them, the sisters who want me to call them Mom, for all my shortcomings. Not one of
their other children got passed about. And if | ever take the high road and say my failures are my
fault, | mean the opposite. No one who lays out grievances and then says “l don't really blame
them,” means it. No one.

Joy says driving out to the unknown with Kevin all those years ago was like flinging herself into
cartwheels or backflips on the asphalt playground. Acts that begin with delicious fears mixed up
with trust in herself.

Just great, Lee said when Joy phoned that first night, said she was headed to California with one of
the water workers. Your decision making continues to amaze.

Kevin’s mother, Honey Mama, on the other hand, said hooray, he was on his way to fame, and she
called him Sweetie, and once he got to Hollywood, she wired him money so he wouldn’t have to
suffer much while waiting for stardom.



During the four-day drive, Joy told Kevin that Lee counted calories for herself and her three
daughters, marked them on a chart she kept on the refrigerator. No one was allowed more than
1300 a day. Lee told her girls they’d find better mates if they looked good because girls got to
choose only from among those who chose them. Kevin’s response was Lee had an eating disorder,
and also some guys didn’t like boney women.

Joy told Kevin the first sentence of the plagiarized paper, copied from an old textbook her father
had left behind, was about the rise of fas-
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cism in Europe in the '30s being caused by blah blah blah and political upheavals. She
remembered that phrase political upheavals because in catching her, the teacher had asked Joy to
name at least one of those. Kevin called teachers trying to trap students a great sadness.

Joy told Kevin her family had not funny jokes about themselves, like that Kay Baby looked better in
the dark and would have her best shot at finding a man in blackouts, that Sammie had a lazy
streak and that if left to her own devices would sit in front of the tv all her life, and that Joy was
stupid because she’d been dropped on her head as a baby, dropped on the concrete front porch at
only six months old and lived, sustaining a concussion and what Lee said must have been brain
damage. Kevin thought none of those were funny and said hers was a family of sadists.

Joy says surely | can see from that how wise Kevin was. The more he talked the more convinced
she was that he could guide her through life. She tosses her frizzy head and giggles. And as always
when Kevin’s name is invoked, she glows, not exactly blushing, but as if she’s wrapped in a shiny
veil of happiness.

For the California Story, Joy does all that he said and she said, seldom varying the dialogue.

On the cross-country trip, she first told Kevin the story she often told me about the old priest who
tried to frighten his congregation with talk of the end of the world, lingering over descriptions of the
horrors of floods and fires and killings and people bleeding from their eyes. That old priest’s voice
was wavery with age, and he stood high in the pulpit so that mostly his wattle was visible and said
no one would get up after and say let’s roll up our sleeves, recover, get over it, for there would be
no next day, an idea that gave Joy strength. Whatever was not the end of the world could be
survived, gotten over, sadists and school suspensions included.

And she told Kevin part of Lee’s trouble was that her husband, a father Joy had not met, was not
MIA in Vietham, no matter that Lee flew the black and white flag. He was missing only from their
lives. The truth was he’'d decided to stay in a war-ravaged country and be part of a new family, this
one gentle and kind.

Once in Hollywood, Joy learned few others were as good at getting over the bad stuff as she was,
and Kevin explained that they clung to pain, believed their past hurts made them better actors.
She also learned that having a part of another’s body inside hers was nearly miraculous, spiritual,
she called it. She does blush when she says that, though she says it every time. That miraculous
act proved that she was fertile and Kevin potent, for within a month she was pregnant. Cool, Kevin
said. Welcome to the world, Little Dude, he said to her stomach.

After nearly a year of hoping and waiting, Kevin was offered a part in an experimental movie to be
filmed in one of the Dakotas and told Joy he would be driven up to whichever one it was by a
woman whose name he couldn’t say, but one Joy would recognize. He said Jeff was for sure a lovely
baby and he loved him and Joy to bits, always would, but after the Dakota thing, he would leave
them and live with the woman whose name he would not say because she played poker with
directors and producers and had a large home in the hills. He looked sad to go, and his dimples



were dark commas beside his frown. He left behind his black Beetle and an unfinished treatment
for a movie about aliens living in water pipes. And us, Joy says. He left us.

She tells me that was when she first felt her heart beat in her stomach so hard she couldn’t stand
up. For hours, she says. No, more like days. Something had been lost inside her, something
important, like an organ. But then she could and did stand, and she rolled up her sleeves. It had
not been the end of the world.
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Joy stayed in L.A. a few more years and found work in an art gallery, cleaning in the mornings and
after shows. Her job allowed her to bring Jeff along, and Honey Mama quilted a harness and leash-
like thing that would keep him close as Joy vacuumed. Twice, for extra money, she shared her
furnished studio with women who were hoping to be discovered, one so thin Lee would have loved
her even though her long dark hair stopped up the shower drain, and the next one a grandmother-
looking woman with a pink wart beside her left nostril who auditioned for character parts. Joy gave
each boarder the bed, and she and Jeff slept in the recliner, but neither stayed more than a few
weeks, both saying a crying child ruined their sleep and interfered with their art.

The wart woman said her mother had been like Joy, had fallen for a bit of good looking, and had
been abandoned to raise a child on her own. Of course, her mother was poor and hungry. Hunger’s
not a bad excuse for stupidity, she said, adding Joy looked as if she’d never been hungry. But Joy
had been hungry back in the pink house where Lee forbade second helpings. She remembers
hiding in the pantry, stuffing pieces of bread into her mouth as fast as possible.

After Kevin left, Joy depended on Honey Mama for news about him—he had indeed had a small but
not speaking part in that Dakota movie not even Honey Mama had seen. Honey Mama said Kevin
wanted to come back to Joy, but movie business, chances at roles, always got in the way. He’'d
been offered a major part once, but for some reason having to do with nepotism had been cheated
out of it before shooting began. Joy sent photos of Jeff to Honey Mama, a few of which Honey Mama
varnished onto wood and sent back as gifts that still hung on the walls wherever Joy lived.

If I turn my head, I'll see Jeff in a sailor suit as he hangs over the stove, cooking oils and old varnish
having turned his skin yellow.

She sent photos of Jeff to Lee, too, but Lee did not respond.

As Jeff grew into the loveliness of Kevin with dimples in his fat cheeks and round, sparkling eyes,
people, even strangers, said Jeff was meant for the large screen or at least should be in
commercials for baby food. But Joy said no. All the tabloids called baby stardom a sad life, and she
wouldn’t take a chance with her Jeff, with Kevin's child. Instead, she protected him, vowed never to
teach him about getting over it, never hinted the world would end, never called him stupid.

That black and white thinking about the end of the world is childish, | say to Joy, even the decision
not to talk about it. The world can not end but go so awry it is hard to find hope in it, and we can do
things that make us feel wrong. Get over it is the wrong response unless you know what you are
getting over. Joy seems never to have wondered what pain or regrets | have had in my thirty-eight
years. Instead, she waves my words into the sour smelling kitchen, talks over me.

Get over it was what she first told herself that long ago evening Jeff whined that the food was too
hot and then too cold, and finally resorted to the all-purpose yuck. He didn’t want to sit on her lap,
but each time she put him down, he climbed on her, even stepping on her face, and she noticed,
not too late she hoped, he was hot. Burning she thought. He will die. He will die at thirty months.
He will be brain damaged. She emptied ice trays into the tub while he hung on her, his whining



growing faint. When she had all five trays in the tub, all of them making little difference, she ran
cold water in, then lowered Jeff into it. He cried, he screamed. She carried him to the phone and
called 911, then dragged the phone with the long cord into the bathroom and lowered him into the
cold bath again. Her stomach flipped, her heart in it beat out doom,
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doom, doom. Help, she said over his cries. My baby is burning up. This would be the end of the
world. The EMTs, two smiling young men and one older woman, took them to the hospital, and on
the ride, the woman sat in back with Joy, stroked her hand and said Jeff was a beautiful baby, and
Joy had done the exactly perfect thing with the ice and bath, had helped bring the fever down. The
exactly perfect thing.

When Jeff was three, Joy gave him me, a girl she had all by herself in an empty campground in the
Angeles National Forest, Jeff sitting quietly in the back seat of Kevin’s Beetle. She hadn’t wanted
this one, me, and Jeff often said “no no sister,” which she found adorable. She’'d considered getting
rid of me early on, had had to restrain herself from walking through the protestors in front of the
clinic who carried tiny coffins and played dirges on keyboards, called women baby killers. But the
father of the mass of cells that would end up being me was in love with her. The father was Gerald,
the owner of the art gallery and an artist himself who did installation pieces made of chicken wire
and paper maché and car windshields and pieces of rusted rebar. Their titles were Hope and
Sunrise and Peace in a rotation of sorts that led to a Hope Ill and a Peace V, but they looked to Joy
like end of the world warnings. Gerald explained it to her once as they lay on the hide-a-bed that
came with her apartment. Art must be disturbing. It should create an emotion, make the viewer
uneasy, maybe even a bit blue.

Gerald and his wife owned the gallery, and for more than a year he’d been saying he would get a
divorce and marry Joy. She liked that Gerald loved her, but he would never replace Kevin in her life.
He was not a beautiful man like Kevin, his face long and thin, his arms too long for most sleeves,
the wrists sticking out red and bruised. On the plus side, he kissed like time had no meaning, and
laughed at what he called her middle of the country innocence, her not knowing, for example, that
no one wore socks with boat shoes. He taught her to like wine and raw fish. He smiled when he saw
her. If he'd noticed her expanding middle, he’'d not said. One evening, as they lay on her hide-a-
bed, the bottom bar hard through the thin mattress, his juices dripping from her onto the beige
sheets and the mattress, each of them getting their breath back, he said Joy, joy, joy. Did she know
she was his joy? He promised it would be just a few more months, maybe six, certainly by the end
of summer, until he asked for a divorce, just after the next big show his wife had planned. As usual
he’d come by at nap time when Jeff slept in a playpen in the kitchen area. As Joy laughed at him
going on about her name, she heard Jeff awake, and knew reality couldn’t be ignored. She may
have four months but not six, so she told Gerald the good news. | was on the way.

He rolled away and sat up, rubbed his hands together as if wiping dust from them. Then he said a
funny thing. His saying he would divorce his wife was merely talk encouraged by his therapist, a
way of mentioning the unmentionable, just pretend. It was how Gerald gained strength in his
marriage.

His voice grew thin, higher pitched. Here in L.A. girls were given birth control pills with their raisin
bran. What did they do in Missouri, cross their fingers, pray to Mary? She’d been on the pill, free
ones from the clinic where she’d had Jeff, but as Gerald talked, she thought maybe free ones
weren't as good. Each time Joy tells this part she says she’s still mystified by my conception. She



didn’t cry about Gerald, though. His ranting was not the end of the world. Lee would call her stupid.
The wart woman would call her stupid. She wanted to provoke more reaction, so she said her high

school teachers called birth control a sin. Missouri Catholics, he said, were like peasants from the
Middle Ages. A joke she says that
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made her laugh. She laughs now.

Often after telling the Gerald story, she shrugs, says she must’ve been afraid of Gerald’s reaction.
She can’t remember fear, but why else hadn’t she announced me right away. Then she laughs
again and says the reason is lost to time. It couldn’t have been fear, she says now. Surely | know
she’s never been afraid. So many, like her two sneaky sisters, pretend toughness, but Joy is the
real thing. She’s never pretended one thing, not in her whole life. | don’t contradict her.

In some versions of her past, there is no Gerald. Kevin is my father. In other versions, Joy left
California nearly a year earlier than she did in the Gerald version, and my father became some guy
who raped her at a rest stop, some guy who chewed tobacco and is the reason she cannot stand
the smell of chaw. In that version she lived in a New Mexico town for a while, a town she forgets
the name of. In another version, two men, Gerald and someone called either Reggie or Tucker,
loved her and she never was sure which was my father. Sometimes Gerald was not an artist, but
the owner of a string of carwashes, but then sometimes Reggie owned the carwashes. The most
consistent version is the one in which Gerald was an artist and is my father and she had no doubt.
Gerald Stiffel, or Striker as she sometimes says. I've searched in vain for an artist with those
names, for a gallery or carwash owned by him.

Kay Baby and Sammie say no one ever believes a thing Joy says. Accept the unknown. The past is
no more valid than the vivid dreams you have after too much wine.

Joy spent the months after Gerald left and before | showed up driving about the L.A. area, watching
spring arrive, then summer. Fields of poppies and sunflowers added to her strength. She and Jeff
hit the playgrounds and then the beaches and played in the waves. His courage in rushing into the
surf and getting knocked down astonished her. He laughed after being tossed. Even his eyelashes
would be coated with sand when he surfaced. They ate burgers and fries for lunch and dinner on
the beaches and in parks, and she drove the Beetle up into the hills and along the coast where
they stopped at diners for root beer floats and sushi. The Beetle was black with red interior and no
air conditioning, and as summer came, she and Jeff sweated, but laughed. She was Joy the strong,
driving all day, and out into the nights, radio blasting, Jeff in the back seat cooing along and talking
nonstop. Except for missing Kevin, it was the happiest time of her life, one she relives on nights she
can’'t sleep, her love for Jeff overwhelming.

Is he still in prison? | ask it only when | know the answer is yes.
She nods.

Stealing?

She says they persecute him. She cannot understand why.

Stealing, | say.



On one ride in mid-July, she drove seventy miles north and east into the Angeles National Forest to
see the birds and maybe climb a few hills. Jeff slept better after climbs. Just before sunset, though,
the contractions that meant birth came a few weeks early but fast, and she found a grassy spot in
a campground. She told Jeff to stay in the car and used the grungy floor mats to cushion her back
as she lay in the dirt and grass. Kevin, she called out as she pushed me from her body. Oh Kevin.
After, she drove to a Mobile station and cleaned up. She christened me in the restroom, named me
Blue O’Malley, then wrapped me in paper towels.

Guess you wish you'd had a soft blanket for me, | say, the heat in this stifling kitchen making me
needy.

Wish | had a million dollars, too, she says.
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| was six days old when she headed back to St. Louis.

It was a slow journey because she hit rain and the Beetle’s wipers didn’t work when she
accelerated, because by the second day, the clutch stuck, and for whatever reason reverse
disappeared. And | needed to eat often, my hunger cries the shrill kind that went right through
Joy’s brain and landed in her eyes. Jeff got cranky sitting too long and spent his bored time hitting
me and making me cry more. That horrid cry, she says, shaking her head and staring at me as if |
could remember it, the one that went right through her brain. We spent nights in inexpensive
motels, napped at rest stops. She forced herself to eat.

We arrived at the hot pink house on an early evening, the air hot enough to choke the petunias, the
west wind hotter than the air. No one answered the bell or the knocks, so Joy and Jeff and | rested
on the hot concrete stoop in the shade of the sugar maple, and she wished she’d at least carved
one of those silly hearts with Joy and Kevin into its trunk. The heat in St. Louis and the sunlight
were different than that in L.A., harsher, angrier. Two children seemed like ten. Joy looked to her
side and saw the hot pink house, wavery but whole, reflected in the neighbor’s front window, and
wondered how that was possible. The hot pink house should’ve been reflected in the windows
across the street, not next door. She wished she’d gone to her science classes more often and
remembers thinking what an odd wish that was. She saw curtains move behind the reflection, saw
a face that seemed superimposed on an upstairs casement window. The face belonged to a
neighbor who eventually opened her door, called out. “If you're looking for the Morgans, they're
gone.” Joy knew by the voice it was Susy Williams. Like her vocal cords are made of barbed wire,
Lee used to say. Susy remained in her doorway and shouted across the tiny yard. She shouted that
Kay Baby had been married a few months earlier, had married a man who owned a restaurant in
Wolf Pass, lllinois, and lived in a fancy house up on the bluffs above town. Lee had moved to Wolf
Pass, too, and was managing the restaurant.

That Lee would move without even a postcard didn’t hurt Joy. She wants me to know that. It was
merely the surprise that made her gasp, that briefly opened a hole in her. Others more important
than Lee had left her already.

Are you Joy? Susy finally asked and came closer.

Susy described Kay Baby’s wedding that included a carriage pulled by a white horse, a champagne
fountain, napkins at every plate with Kay Baby’s new monogram. Susy Williams was just a bit older
than Sammie, but she had babysat for the three girls. She looked down at Jeff and me crowded on
Joy’s lap. She said no one spoke of Joy at the wedding. She then offered to ride with Joy to Wolf
Pass, show her where to go, clearly wanting to be in on the reunion. Come to think of it, she added,
she wasn’t surprised to see Joy was the mother of two bastards, for Joy never had been known for
her intelligence. Oh well. It was almost the new millennium after all, and everyone knew it was
possible to be too smart, to think too much. Something to be said for acting without thinking, she
said. She knew Joy agreed. And no one cared about those old traditions; no one said bastard
anymore.



Joy asked if people still said busy body. Joy is so proud of that line, we're all sure she didn’t say it.

Susy sniffed but got in the car. The church says we’'re supposed to help the least of our brethren,
and you seem to be one of those least. See, Joy says. She just couldn’t help being mean.

As Joy drove the forty-something miles north to Wolf Pass, her heart beat wildly in her stomach.
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Susy said she was getting a migraine from riding in the bumpy car without air conditioning, and
guessed Joy must be poorer than she’d first imagined. She herself was good with money, bragged
that she’'d saved enough to have a wed ding as fabulous as Kay Baby’s. Yes, that was the news she
wanted to share. Susy was getting married soon and was using Kay Baby’s wedding planner and
wedding diary as a guide. She said Kay Baby had worn a strapless satin gown, a style Susy couldn’t
wear because she was too freckled. Susy said her fiancé was a floral designer, so at least the
flowers would be exquisite.

Joy knew neither Susy nor Kay Baby would ever be loved by anyone as beautiful as Kevin. She said
my husband is in the movies. He’ll be famous someday.

You don’t have a ring, Susy said.
It’s where Jeff gets his good looks, Joy said. And we had two white horses for our wedding.

Susy turned around, said he’s not that cute. | mean, all kids are cute, but he’s nothing special.
Sorry to break it to you.

Joy was twenty-three but felt ancient. Isolated. Would her life have been different if Angus Dei
hadn’t reacted so vigorously to that fascism copying stuff? And what kind of silly topic had that
been for high school girls in the middle of the US? Could she blame Europe for its political
upheavals, or her father for not coming back? Or should she blame the sweet Viethamese girl and
her kind family? Or could she blame the water company for having pipes that needed so much
work? Or that she could drive a stick shift? She laughed at herself then, laughed out loud and
interrupted Susy who was saying sit-down dinners were not as much fun as many tables of
different kinds of hors d’oeuvres.

Her stomach heart beat out run, run. She crossed the Missouri River, wanting to turn around. She’s
blessed that way, she explains to me, like ESP or something, premonitions.

She’d decided on my name, Blue, even before Gerald’s desertion, not only because Kevin used to
sing that Dylan song about Baby Blue, but also because she knew this one would make her blue.
Perhaps, she jokes, she should’ve called gutless Gerald to say his daughter was like art.

Lee dropped me on my head, Joy said out loud to Susy as they crossed the Mississippi. At least |
haven’t done that with either of mine.

Susy shook her head and said the value of the past is it lets you see where you took a wrong turn.
Like reading a map backwards. Now you just must shape up. But first, find your fault lines.

Joy’s stomach heart pounded.

Susy kept talking. Fault lines. That's a metaphor from a book I've been reading. The book’s called
Creating Your Best Life. Joy stops here, says she doesn’t remember the real name of the book, but



it was silly like that.

Whatever its name, Susy’s fault line book calmed Joy. Her heart went back to her chest where it
belonged. Imagine taking life lessons rom Susy Williams. She remembered Susy as a babysitter,
remembered Susy locking them outside so she could raid the refrigerator in peace. Once, the three
sisters had looked in through the kitchen window and watched Susy eat an entire frozen pepperoni
pizza that had been meant for all of them.

Joy knew Lee and the others would see her with two children and at first, like the wart woman,
would think she’d not been wise enough. Soon though, she believed, they’'d see she was the same
Joy. Strong as always. Let’s see Kay Baby drive a junker across the country with two children, she
said to Susy. Let’'s see her smack her soft baby head on concrete and keep living. Let’'s see her or
Sammie clean a building to get enough money to feed her child, or give birth in the wilds all alone.
Let's see them empty ice cubes in a tub with a two-and-a-half-year-old hot as a
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burning cinder in their arms. Joy sighs, finishes her ice water, and stands up. Her story about
audacity and hope is over. She did it all by herself. No help at all, she reminds me. The California
story is the highlight of her life, and like for all of us, has become the highlight only after
subsequent failures. In Wolf Pass, Lee eventually ripped me from Joy and gave me to Kay Baby.
Ripped is Joy’s word, but no one else recalls she fought hard or at all. In Wolf Pass as it had been in
South City, Joy once again became the stupid one, and lest she forget her sins, the words loose and
immoral were added on, remained with her for decades. In Wolf Pass, Joy was allowed to work
chopping veggies and cleaning the kitchen in Kay Baby’s restaurant, Lee sure she was not smart
enough to be a server or cook. As | stand to go, the way the sun hits the side of her face, makes
her look much older than sixty, beaten down and frail. What | feel is merely pity. Someday | may
tell her | gave up hating her for Lent, Jeff, too. It took three Lents, I'll say. But now, | tell her what
she went through is fascinating. | make the mistake of adding the word unbelievable and can see
her muscles tense. Let’s see you or any of them do what | did, she says, the exactly perfect thing.
She says it a few times, continues even as | walk down her rickety wooden steps to the street and
climb into my oven of a car. You could never do it, she calls from her porch. Not you, she shouts.
The exactly perfect thing.
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Aftermath

By Michele Parker Randall



What else can my eyes unsee? No

signs, no tells, no warnings. What more

can my ears unhear? Cries for mama.

Your voice no longer peals *wake up*,

and your pulse once iambic skip-stopped.

All amiss, gone. A leaving, as in a state of. Today,
I'm half-dead remembering

when the Gulf left its body to come for ours.
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Lucky

By Stephanie Vanderslice

It's challenging to talk about what happened to you casually, in normal conversation. Sudden
Cardiac Arrest is a mysterious phrase, for one thing. Awkward and vague. That “time he collapsed
in sudden death on the kitchen floor of our Conway home,” is also a mouthful. Between one
another and with those close to us, we tend to call it “the event,” or sometimes you call it, “my
event.” You have divided your life into the “before” time and the “after” time. | suppose | have too.
The label cardiologists, survivors and their families tend to use is “SCA,” but that only works with
people who know what that acronym means, who possess our terrible knowledge.

How to be writers, both of us, people who troll always for the exact right word, and still at such a
loss to describe what happened. To tell a stranger in an elevator why you’'re still wearing a mask.
Or to explain this unwieldly, important thing when you meet someone new who, chances are, will
confuse it with a heart attack, which it was distinctly not. It is, for now anyway, a part of a ghostly
context, the corridor of air that follows us everywhere: The event. The SCA. Shorthand for the time
my husband almost died a year and a half ago and no one really knows why and we’ll probably
never know but he’s doing better, yes thanks, so much better and there are a million other things |
could tell you about this but | will stop there.”

Isn’t that the way with any story? How to tell it. How much to tell and where to stop. How to make
the characters come to life, without telling too much.

You cannot walk past a cat without stopping to talk to it and pet it. You feed each of our three,
Lucky, Chairman, and Marie, their own tiny dish of milk every morning even though you know |
don’t approve, believing the common wisdom that milk is bad for cats’ digestion.

“It’s fine,” you tell me. “If it made them sick, | would stop. But they love it.”

No wonder whenever you sit still, on the sofa or at your desk, you are soon draped in our pets.
They just want to be near you.

You have always liked to feed people. You devoted yourself to feeding our children in ways even |
couldn’t completely comprehend. Maybe it was the fact that | breastfed them as infants, something
you couldn’t do. Or maybe it was your lifelong passion for food, for nourishment. As soon as they
could eat anything that didn’t have to come from me, you were the one eagerly preparing it and
spooning it into their mouths. Rice cereal the day they turned four months, on the dot. Later
broccoli and squash and peas you pureed yourself and painstakingly poured into ice cube trays to
freeze. Because of you, commercial baby food never touched our children’s lips unless we were on
a trip. And still you were always fretting they weren’t eating enough. As a nursing mother, | was



more intuitive. If they were hungry, they would let me know. Our sons learned at a young age that
one way to get me in trouble when | was home alone with them was to go the whole time not
asking for anything and then complain the minute you walked in the door that, “Mom didn’t feed us

anything. Can you get us a snack?”
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Because outside of mealtimes, | probably hadn’t. | didn’t ask if they were hungry. | expected them
to tell me. | loved my children and | showed it but you were always more solicitous.

You poured them their cereal every morning long after they could do it themselves, something |
didn’t find necessary once they could reach the bowls and the cereal. | did their laundry until we
were able to teach them to do it themselves as pre-teens—but even after that | might find you
throwing in a load for them or painstakingly folding their clothes, explaining, “they’re really busy.”

Both of us rode the school bus during our own elementary years, but for a long list of reasons, this
was “not done” in Conway, so we traded off joining the drop off and pick up lines like everyone
else. You were much better at picking the boys up for 3:15 dismissal. | found the whole “no riding
the school bus” thing disruptive, so | made it a point to find out the latest | could pick them up
without getting either me or them in trouble (3:45 if you want to know) and arranged my schedule
never to miss the later deadline. | probably shouldn’t admit that. But | was never late and the boys
avoided the “dreaded” bus ride. One day, though, | found Wil sitting in the pick up line beside
another friend who was in tears.

“What’s wrong with Justin?” | asked as Wil got into the car.

“0Oh, his mother can’t pick him up any more and his babysitter is late.” He shrugged. “I'm used to
it.”

| was the nighttime parent, which included existential crises in the teen years and, more often,
“can you quiz me on this?” duties at ten or eleven pm. | was also the one on eternal vomit
patrol—something that can’t really be appreciated until your child has puked off the top bunk all
over his shared bedroom in the middle of the night. Otherwise, like most other aspects of
parenthood—doctors appointments, soccer practices, teacher conferences—unless we had to
divide and conquer, we did them together. Still, you were probably more solicitous with all of us.
You still are.

Solicitous. Yes. If | had to pick from a handful of words to best describe you, that would be the one.

Solicitous. The opposite of my father, who would just as soon let someone else do anything as do it
himself. How he loved to be attended to, waited on. At first | thought it was just my mother whom
he left to shoulder the burden of nearly every task in our home. Years later, though, during a
vacation in the Adirondacks, | watched in disbelief as his second wife, a tiny woman, wrestled a
huge canoe into the water for our boys to paddle even though my father was right nearby. You
would never have let me do that by myself; probably we would have struggled together and
eventually, that’s what the three of us did until we got it in the water while my dad watched. Just
like my mother had, my father’s second wife made him sandwiches, brought him his snacks and
drinks on a tray. He was pleasant about it, grateful even this second time around, but he still
expected it. It was just who he was.



| reassure myself, at least that | clean up after every meal, handle all the finances, try to carry my
share. At least | offer to help and sometimes you let me. But maybe | don't mind being attended to,
either, sometimes. Growing up | raked the leaves, mowed the lawn, shoveled the driveway, walked
the dogs in sub-freezing temperatures. | understood that was what kids were supposed to do,
especially back then, and | didn't have siblings to share the burden.

And so | appreciate that you are solicitous of all of us. | appreciate it not because | can’t do most of
these things for myself but because | know, | can.

My paternal grandfather was seven years older than my grandmother, which is also
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roughly our age difference. After World War Il ended, he took advantage of the Gl Bill to go to
Chiropractic School in lowa, something he had always wanted to do. He left my grandmother and
my mother, who was a toddler at the time, in Brooklyn and went to lowa ahead of them to get
them an apartment and set up their household. They joined him some months later, traveling
several days by train. “That is not an easy trip to take with a toddler, by yourself” my grandmother
often reminded me.

A few years shy of their fiftieth wedding anniversary, my grandfather was diagnosed with multiple
myeloma, a blood cancer whose survival rate has since gotten better but which was low at the
time, often a matter of months. My grandfather lived another three years though, in part because
as one of the original health food nuts he was in otherwise great condition and in part because my
uncle was also a physician. As soon as my grandfather was diagnosed, he moved my grandparents
into his own home, overseeing every aspect of my grandfather’s care. He lived to attend our
wedding during a period of remission and was later able to die at home, surrounded by family. Still,
considerably weakened in his last months, he often sat in one of the two wing chairs in my uncle’s
garage turned in-law apartment watching people and cars come and go through the bay window
that looked out onto the street, unable to do much. My grandmother sat beside him in the other
chair in companionable silence. Never a man of many words, he was even less so now, wearied by
this disease, a shell of the person who used to walk miles every day. Once, my grandmother told
me, he turned to her and sighed. “Well, Marge,” he said, “It looks like this is going to be one of
those times | go on ahead of you, to get everything ready, like I always do.”

My grandparents were religious Christians, my grandmother especially so. Raised a Lutheran, my
grandfather converted to Catholicism for her. He loved her and he knew what was good for him.
The story of going ahead would have been a familiar one for them, John: 14: 2-3 a common New
Testament reading, “My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would | have told you
that | am going there to prepare a place for you? 3 And if | go and prepare a place for you, | will
come back and take you to be with me, that you also may be where | am.”

My grandmother had a long wait. Sixteen more years. My mother-in-law outlived my father-in-law
by eighteen years. And yet. And yet. My great-grandparents both died in their eighties, within one
month of each other. Professor Pierre and Madame Alix Deguise, who met in the French Resistance
and were legendary French teachers at my undergraduate college, spent their last days side by
side in a Connecticut hospital, holding hands.

We are sitting on the sofa on a Sunday morning, drinking coffee and reading. “Roslyn Carter died
last night,” | inform you. She’d gone into hospice just two days before.

“How old was she?” you ask.
“Ninety-six.”

“And how old is he?” you say, referring of course, to her husband, Former President Jimmy Carter.



“Ninety-nine,” | answer, after a quick phone search. “He’s in hospice too. | don't suppose it will be
long for him.” | pause. “l hope that's us some day.”

You shrug. “We can hope.”

It goes unsaid that | don’t necessarily think we will live that long. What | mean is that | hope the
time between our deaths will be short.

After Rosalyn Carter died, a popular quote from the former President made the rounds, “As long as
Rosalynn was in the world, | always knew somebody loved and supported me.”
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| was born into an affectionate family, attended to, almost excessively, as the only grandchild on
both sides for eight years. | could never claim that | was not loved, although we are not always
loved the way we need or want to be, in a way that makes us feel safe. Whole.

It is New Year's Day 1976. | am almost nine years old. My father is watching an interview with
Jimmy Carter’s mother, Lillian, snowy haired and sassy at age seventy-eight. Carter will be
inaugurated in a few weeks, Amy Carter, who is the same age | am, holding her parents’ hands and
walking down Pennsylvania Avenue in cowboy boots and a velvet-collared coat.

“Why is his mother alive,” my father weeps, waving angrily at the television through gulps and
muffled sobs from the Early-American style rocking chair in our living room. “And mine isn't?”

| watch from the sofa, unsure what to say. Last summer, his mother, my grandmother, Gladys, died
of lung cancer at the age of fifty-seven. The dress | wore to her funeral, an itchy peau de soie the
color of bricks, was the same dress | would wear a month later, with matching knee socks and
Buster Brown shoes, on the first day of third grade.

My father hasn’t spoken of my grandmother in several months, can’t seem to do it without
breaking down, which wouldn’t have been such a bad thing but seemed to be something he
wanted, needed, to avoid. She would disappear so quickly in the months after her death because
we weren't allowed to mention her unless my father did.

Even so, at eight, | have no words of comfort, don’t even think to say, “I miss her too,” which
probably would have helped. But my father’s emotions have always taken up a lot of air and space,
and my own grief seems flat by comparison, a punctured balloon. After all, | had only known her for
eight years to his thirty-two, although it had been, for both of us, the span of our lives.

| wonder now, if | had lost you two years ago, if | would also shake my fists at the television now
and sob and wonder why the Carters had been given seventy-five years and we only twenty-eight.

Only twenty-eight? What about the people who only get five or ten or even twenty years? Perhaps |
am more like my father than I realize. Nothing is ever enough for me. | always want more.

My parents were married for twenty-seven years before their divorce and so | suppose that was the
star | steered by, consciously or unconsciously, until I understood, that October day, that there
were plenty of other reasons we might not make it to thirty other than abandonment and
bitterness.

Two days later there will be clips from Roslyn Carter’s funeral running on CNN, Amy at fifty-six, her
face lined and fuller now but still betraying flashes of the bespectacled eight-year-old on
Pennsylvania Avenue. The former President is wheeled in to the front row, apparently insistent on
being at the service even as he has so clearly deteriorated that he seems barely conscious.

She’s making a place for him. It won't be long now.



| still think how lucky they are. How lucky.
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The Communion

By Floyd Collins



| remember still the lakes of our eighteenth year.
Each stream seemed a running aisle without altar,
Teeming with blue channel cat and trout at an age
When all mystery arises from the commonplace.
A young man’s breath would catch in his beard

To hear a horned owl’s mournful nocturnal cry

Or glimpse a winsome blonde’s short gypsy shag
As she strolled by the barber’s red, white, and blue
Striped pole. We’'d pick her name to a forgetful air,
Then imagine her bathing naked in Banjo Creek.
Rick, you'd raised your own pyramid in Memphis,
Briguette by briquette of incandescent charcoal

Glowing in a barbeque pit where you basted a rack
Of beef ribs. We'd tipple tumblers of iced bourbon
And Coke while an insect zapper lured white-bellied
Mosquitoes swollen with the West Nile virus. We'd
Listen to their vital saps spit and crackle in the ultra
Violet lantern’s glow. How we loved to hear them fry.

Inside the foursquare den a stereo would slot and spin
A vinyl 33 r.p.m., The Rolling Stones’ “Honky Tonk
Women,"” Charlie Watts’s copper cowbell tinkling
Before he began to pound his pagan skins, Keith
Richards joining in with his immortal six-string riff.
There was nothing like Mick Jagger’s down-home

Grit to flavor a midsummer night’s drunken debauch.
All along Briscoe Road, livestock trod the sodden turf
And bellowed. Next morning, our hearts muscled dull
Blood into our temples and a felicitous dolor revived
Our wonted world view. Still, we shunned all pulpits
And splintery pews. We opted instead to pop a cork.
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And savor a fierce brown vintage that poured smoky
And crackling into a glass. But the move to Red Banks
Mellowed us both. Cornbread sliced in thick wedges
And cold buttermilk became our daily fare. We chose
Apple cider over cherry vodka. Watching plum trees
Ripen and drop their dark fruit like bruises enhanced

Our gentle pleasure. Evenings we'd pay heed to Walt’s
Redbones and blueticks baying at a treed raccoon.

We watched radio towers pulsing like the old RKO
Logo feeding its feeble signal, the weather forecast
Warbled from fork tines. You’d already observed,

Rick, how our persimmons had been bitten by frost.

A half-century passed before you were consigned

By blood relations to a crematorium and reduced

To heat-flaked bone. But I still set a place for you

At this table and carve the roast and break the fresh-
Baked bread. My knife unlocks the smooth aroma

Of rum cake. | breathe in and this poem begins.
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Carey

By Mary McAlister Randlett

When Carey got home from kindergarten, Mama was still in her bathrobe which could mean she
had a headache. Carey gave her a little hug, but was careful not to keep touching her. She leaned
over her mother’s shoulder so she could see the Spiegel catalog open on the kitchen table. Her
sister Virginia didn’t get home until three o’clock on the school bus.

“Not so close, Carey. Look at these cute jumpsuits. Only $23.99, but your Daddy wouldn’t like me
spending more on clothes right now.”

The noise of a car engine cut suddenly toward their house from the alley behind. Carey rushed to
look out the window of the back door into their yard and Mama jumped up, saying, “What in the
world?”

There in the backyard between the swing-set and the garage, an old blue Chevy was parked with
two wheels on the concrete walk that ran from the alley to the house, and the other two wheels on
the grass. Muddy streaks stretched behind the car across the yard. Carey was glad it didn’t hit the
swings.

A woman popped out of the driver’s door, her graying hair wild, the sun bright on her glasses. She
looked like a cartoon lady.

“What is Laverne doing 900 miles from home? Showin up with no notice. Your Daddy better not
know about this.” Mama pulled her robe together and opened the back door slightly, even though it
was cold out.

Carey hoped there might be somebody fun coming.

Standing beside her car, the woman said loudly, “Hello, sistah-in-law, we come for a visit. We
needed time away from the old house after losin Grandma!”

Carey remembered this Laverne was Daddy’s big sister who Carey didn’t know. Maybe that’'s why
Mama wasn’t telling her to get her damn car off the grass.

Then Laverne hollered toward her car, “Now, Mardy, get up before you get a stiff neck and help me
bring in the bags!”

Maybe she didn’t see her car was in the wrong place. Carey wondered if Mama would correct the
woman. The woman needed a comb. She was tall and skinny in her striped blue dress, not plump



like Daddy. Another almost grown woman got out of the car, but no kids.

Mama called to them, “I'm surprised to see you here Laverne, Ya’'ll come in.” Mama didn’t look
mad like Carey expected. Mama brushed her dark hair away from her face and moved quickly back
inside the kitchen door, like she realized she wasn't dressed.

“l wonder what your Daddy will say when he sees these muddy tracks through his grass.” Then
Mama smiled.

Aunt Laverne made her way up the back steps and gave Carey’s Mama a hug, but not like she
meant it. She didn’t even look at Carey.

“Mardy, you can bring the bags in one at a time so they aren’t too much for you. Here we are after
our long ride up from Lafahyette, Charlyn.”

“Thank you, Aunt Char for letting us visit.”

Mardy’s breasts were just above Carey’s head as her cousin carried a suitcase past her. It was hard
not to stare at them on the way to looking at her
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face and curly dark hair. Carey knew she wasn’t supposed to stare at anyone’s breasts.
Mama gave Mardy a sideways hug, “Look how you’ve grown up, Mardy, you were straight up and
down the last time | saw you. Now you’re grown and traveling around the country.”

Mardy smiled and moved closer to Mama. “l don’t know if | could do what you did, Aunt Char,
movin here where it’s so cold, but I'd like to do something besides run around the country with my
mother.”

Laverne beamed, “All right now, enough complaints about coming to see our precious relatives.”

Laverne took Daddy’s seat at the kitchen table, her eyes traveled over the dirty dishes and Mama’s
robe, and she said, “Were you sleepin in, honey? You must be wore out with takin care of these
chilren. You have to let us help. Mardy’s a good little housekeeper, she’d be glad to help you.

“Now, | wouldn’t want your girls growin up in Chicago without knowin our family ways. We can’t
leave it up to Dick to show them. Look how much work he’s left you with, and you jus all wore out.
So hard back home with Grandma sufferin through those strokes.”

Laverne put both hands to her face and pressed her fingers on her closed eyelids, “Ooo0, | think |
bettah lay down for a rest.”

Mama showed them the way to the basement rec room. Carey wondered how both of them would
sleep on the sofa down there. Would they come upstairs looking for more beds?

When Mama came back, she headed to her bedroom to put on her clothes. “She’s probably going
to complain we're becoming Yankees just because we live in Chicago now. You'd think no one ever
left Lafahyette before.”

Carey had asked to see the Christmas windows downtown for weeks, so she was very happy when
her Aunt said she wanted to take her sister Virginia and her. She hoped Aunt Laverne could drive
them there like she said, although she could tell Mama was worried about it. After he came home
from work, Daddy told Aunt Laverne it would be better if she took the El downtown, since none of
us knew the way to the Loop. Aunt Laverne would not listen. Mama had a wrinkle between her
eyebrows and Daddy kept talking to convince Aunt Laverne, but he finally gave up and told us to
have a good time.

Cousin Mardy assured Mama they could follow the map Daddy gave them. They would call when
they got to the dinner restaurant—after looking at the store windows.

Their breath made little clouds in the cold, as they watched the elves in the department store
window, traffic whizzing behind them. Virginia said the dolls were cute and made a funny face at



the elves like she didn’t like them. Aunt Laverne didn’t want to stay long looking at the elves on
account of her thin coat, so they went right to the restaurant. Carey was kind of mad they were
already leaving, but she was also hungry. Maybe Daddy would feel sorry for her not getting to stay
very long and bring her again soon.

1

“Hennessey’s” it said on the window; Mardy told Carey when she asked. Inside, restaurant people
rushed around in white shirts and black pants, and customers sat in dark wood booths. Everyone
was talking. Some people were wearing outside coats and others wore blue jeans and heavy
sweaters, but there were not many kids. Maybe it was too late, since it was already dark outside.

Carey rocked her head back and forth in time to the restaurant music, feeling the effects of the
soda she didn’t even have to beg for. Aunt Laverne said Doctah Peppah was better than
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Coca-cola, did she want Doctah Peppah? Carey had nodded, not wanting to take a chance her Aunt
would say no soda at night. She tried not to act like her Aunt talked funny, but she did talk funny.
Carey thought about singing and decided not to when she saw Virginia's face was very still, her
eyes wide. Carey couldn’t tell what was wrong.

A man about her Daddy’s age was sitting next to Aunt Laverne. Carey saw Laverne speak to him
when they walked in the restaurant where he was sitting at a table by himself. Now he was next to
Aunt Laverne in their booth, so she must know him. The guy was looking right at Carey, so she
stopped moving around. Maybe he thought she was acting up.

“You like to dance around, don’t you?” the man said, smiling, his teeth white. Carey felt confused.
The strange man was sitting next to Aunt Laverne and acting like he knew all of them. Carey didn’t
know what to do, so she just nodded.

“Answer Bill, Carey, he just wants to get to know you.” Aunt Laverne’s hand rested on top of his
arm on the big table.

“Laverne, you didn’'t say how cute your nieces were. So, Carey, | bet you go to kindergarten. | have
a niece in kindergarten and she likes to dance and play games. Do you like to play games?” he
asked real friendly with a voice like on the radio. Carey nodded again.

Before Carey could answer, Virginia faced Bill and looked interested for the first time since they got
in the restaurant. “Does your niece have a big sister?”

Carey liked the way he talked to them and thought this guy Bill was pretty cute. Seemed like
Virginia liked him, so he must be cute.

“We should make a date to go and see my nieces. You're right, | have another niece who's about
your age, Virginia. | bet you're about eight.” The open collar of his blue shirt showed a few strands
of black and gray hair on his chest, which Carey thought was creepy, even though he was more
friendly than most of the dads she knew.

Virginia looked happy and nodded—"“Eight, I'm eight.”

“l like to play games,” Carey said, pushing her voice loud, “I like Sorry and Crazy Eights. I'd like to
meet your niece and I'd like to meet your other niece, too.”

Carey stood next to Cousin Mardy in the booth, so she could be right across from Bill while she
spoke, so he would be sure to hear her. She knew Virginia would think the eight-year-old niece was
only for her to play with.

Bill and Aunt Laverne both nodded and said “okay, okay,” like she was being a pain. They went on
talking, looking at one another and didn’t say more to Carey.



Virginia looked at her kind of mad, “We heard you, Carey.”

Mardy hovered over Carey’s head. “l grew up with girl cousins, Mary Lee and Jenny who lived right
down the street in Lafahyette. You would like havin cousins.”

Now, Carey felt confused again, since Mardy was called her cousin, but she was mostly grown-up.
“Will Mary Lee and Jenny visit Chicago?”

“It’s too far, honey, it takes hours and hours in the car.”

“They’re too old for us to play with now,” Virginia added, “They’re like Mardy.”

Carey looked at Mardy'’s face to see if she agreed with Virginia, wondering if there were girl cousins
to play with, if she could only meet them. She couldn’t tell what Mardy thought.

Cousin Mardy held her fist out toward Virginia and said, “Sizzehrs, papah, stone?”

And Virginia smiled slowly and raised her hand flat in “paper”—so she won. They played again and
again, and Virginia started making her fist “stone” every time. Carey didn't know why she did that.
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Then, Mardy tickled Virginia every time she lost. And she kept losing. Virginia pulled away into her
corner of the booth and wouldn’t play anymore, looking down at her lap. Carey knew Virginia didn’t
like tickling.

“Maybe too much, Vahginia, | was just trying to make our own fun, since my mama is occupied with
her company.”

Carey sang jingle bells quietly, stood up, and slid over to her sister’s place in the booth and patted
her on the head. Carey was bigger, since she was walking around on the seat and Virginia was
sitting down.

Carey puffed toward Virginia. “Look, Virginia, I'm making clouds again like we did outside Marsha
Fields.”

Virginia looked up at Carey with a twisted mouth and said firmly, “Marshall Fields, Carey, not
Marsha. You can’'t make clouds inside, only out in the cold.”

“Isn’t it tahm to go, Mama?”

Aunt Laverne waved Mardy away with her hand, like she was swatting at a bug. Aunt Laverne and
Bill were talking fast to one another and Laverne seemed more excited the longer they talked.
They had tall glasses in front of them. Carey wondered if they’d start arguing or get real tired all of
a sudden and want to leave. They still had to drive home.

“Bill says he’ll come with us to Dick and Char’s, so we can maybe play some of those games.”

“Ma, I'm worn out from all that drivin up here. Besides, how do you know Uncle Dick and Aunt Char
want you bringin company back to their house? Haven't we been through this before?”

“The only thing we’ve been through before is you tellin me what not to do,” Aunt Laverne shot
back.

Carey looked back and forth from her Aunt and Bill to her cousin, trying to figure out what was
going on. She scooted closer to Virginia. Was anyone even paying attention? Was this Bill guy
coming with them and where would he sleep? Carey was tired now and she wished Virginia didn’t
look like she was going to cry. She knew it was late, maybe close to bedtime. What would Mama
and Daddy be thinking? She sat down in front of her plate, but she wasn’t sure she could eat more
fried chicken. Carey hoped leaving food on her plate wouldn’t make Aunt Laverne mad.

Bill winked at her, and then, he acted like he was taking a picture of her with an imaginary camera.
Carey noticed whiskers growing on his cheek and he didn’t look so handsome.

She thought of Mama’s college friend, Uncle Brad, who liked to tell her jokes and kid around. But
last summer at the lake, he had picked her up in her wet suit and squeezed hard around the middle



until she could hardly breathe and grizzled her face with his whiskers. Carey couldn’t stand it and
wiggled and squirmed. He threw her into the water, even though she couldn’t swim. She had
screamed for her Mama and Daddy, but later they called her a baby.

Then, Bill took a pretend picture of Virginia and of Mardy.

Carey hiccupped and turned around and faced the high back of the booth. It sounded fun to meet
his nieces, but she didn’t want them to see her now. It was dark inside her hands, her breath was
warm on her fingers. Someone whimpered. Maybe it was her. She didn’t want them to call her a
baby.

“What’'s goin on with you, Carey, are you hidin out? | hope you’re not cryin.” Mardy leaned close
and her breath was warm on Carey’s neck. Carey scooted down even lower on the seat.

Aunt Laverne dropped her purse on the table and said, “Well children, Bill is ridin with us, since he
took the El to get here and we’ll bring him back in the mornin.”
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Then Mardy stood up and said like she really meant it, “That’s enough, Mama, how do you get
mixed up with a complete stranger you jus met? Didn’t you have enough after Cousin Suzie's last
month? You're scarin these girls.”

“Oh, we weren’t that close to Cousin Suzie anyway and these girls aren’t scared, just wore out.”

Carey didn't want to look at them. Virginia said she wanted to go home.
“Mama, we need to take these girls home now.”

Carey looked up in time to see Mardy stare right in her Mama’s eyes. Then Laverne shushed her
and said they were leaving.

Carey woke the next morning in her bed, not remembering much of being carried in asleep, late at
night, except how cold the car was after they left the restaurant. She wondered if that Bill was in
the house and held her breath. She crept downstairs, but everything looked normal.

While she ate corn flakes, she talked with Mama about elves making toys in the Marshall Fields’
windows and how they had to leave early, on account of Aunt Laverne’s coat. And she told about
the Dr. Pepper, and that she’d had two glasses.

“Ya’'ll were out late.” Mama looked steadily at Carey.

“We weren’t lost or anything. Aunt Laverne and Bill were talking a long time.”

Carey looked into her Mama's face.

“Bill said he would take us Saturday to see his niece in kindergarten and his other niece who is
eight.” Carey looked through the kitchen door to the dining room, checking if anyone else was
there, but there was no one.

“Who is Bill?” Mama laid her arms on the table.

“Just Aunt Laverne’s friend at the restaurant. He was going to come over and spend the night last
night, but Mardy said no. Bill said we could visit this Saturday. He said you would think it was all
right, because his sister is a teacher in Wilmette. He’s going to call us, so we can come over and
play games with him and his nieces.”

“What do you mean he was going to spend the night?”

“Cousin Mardy said you and Daddy wouldn’t like it. Aunt Laverne acts like she really likes Bill. Can
we go, Mama?”



Mama got that look on her face like a storm was crossing over, like she was going to get really
mad. “Ah don’t think so, Carey, we have othah plans Saturday.”

Then, Mama got up from the table and started cleaning the kitchen, frowning, and it was time for
Carey to go to school.

When Carey got home from kindergarten that day, everything was clean and picked up in the
dining room, where Aunt Laverne and Mardy had left their stuff earlier. There was no blue Chevy in
the back of the garage when she looked. The house was quiet.

“Mama,” Carey called, when she was inside the back door.
Her Mama was sitting at the kitchen table dressed in her bright white shirt and blue skirt.

“They were so sorry they had to go and couldn’t say goodbye, Carey.” Mama smoothed Carey’s
hair, like she did when Carey was sick.

Carey wiggled in her chair and twirled her hair between her fingers and told Mama about the funny
show-and-tell her friend Sally brought. She smiled big at Mama—she could tell Mama didn’'t want
her to be upset. When she got up from the table, Carey danced around until Mama said stop and
sent her out to play.

Carey scooped dirt into one hand and let it sift through her fingers into a pile, squatting beside the
tire tracks in the backyard, where there used to be little hills of leftover snow. Her
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quilted winter coat was bunched up above her knees and she was tipping her head back so her
nose didn’t drip over the pretend driveway in front of her. She moved a blue matchbox car along
her driveway.

“Here we are, come this long way and we hope you're happy to see us.”

She sifted more dirt onto the pretend driveway, in front of the blue car, and made a pretend house.
Carey moved the car up and down the dirt space in front of her.

Carey used her fingers to show the people getting out of the car and walking up to the pretend
house, which was now a bigger pile of dirt.

“We hope you liked those Christmas windows we took you to see. We know we were out kinda
late.”

Then she walked her fingers into the house and back out again.
“Bill, Bill, Bill, that's all you talk about, Mama.”
“l didn’t want the girls disappointed not to meet Bill's nieces, but we just had to leave.”

Virginia came out the back door and clomped down the porch stairs, her winter jacket open. She
stood over Carey, her brown hair hanging down.

“l see you playing with that blue car, but the real blue Chevy was over there.”

And she pointed to where Aunt Laverne’s car had come to a stop in their backyard.
“What do you think you’'re doing?”

“I'm just playing. Do you think we’ll go to Lafayette?”

Virginia scuffed her brown Oxford in the dirt, close to where Carey was playing.

“Don’t mess up my driveway, Virginia. Here’s how Aunt Laverne woulda said goodbye.”

And then Carey took her forefinger and waved it close to the pile of dirt house and said, “We got to
go, bah-bah, girls, Bah Bah, little brother Dick and his sweet wife, so wore out and skinny. She’s got
so much on her. You come see us in Lafahyette, so ya’'ll can learn our family ways. We know you
aren’t really Yankees.”

Carey liked how she was talking, talking as much like Aunt Laverne as she could.

Virginia turned back toward the house, saying, “Don’t be silly, Carey, Mama says come in for
dinner. You're getting dirty. Aunt Laverne doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Mama says it will



be a long time before she goes to Lafahyette again.”

Virginia scuffed her foot in the dirt again near Carey’s driveway, almost covering it, and turned
back to go inside.

Carey watched her big sister leave. Then, she moved the little blue car back down the driveway in
the dirt, farther and farther away, as if it was leaving the house. She stood up and brushed off her
knees. Then she scooped up the car, knocked the loose dirt off the tires, and threw it into the
bushes by their garage, where Mama and Daddy found toys when the snow melted in the spring.
She kicked dirt over her pretend house and driveway. She knew she better go and wash her hands
before Mama called her for dinner herself.

At the dinner table she told Mama and Daddy that Aunt Laverne was a terrible driver and almost
got them in a wreck with a red pickup truck. Mardy and Aunt Laverne couldn’t stop arguing about
which way to turn to get to the restaurant: “Raght, no left, no raght.”

When she imitated Aunt Laverne fussing at Mardy, Mama and Daddy laughed. Carey knew without
knowing this was how they acted like family.

“Go get that old bologna sandwich before it smells up the Chevy.”

Mama and Daddy gave one another a look. Carey laughed and laughed, until they told her to go to
bed.
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Delta Sources and Resources

By Roscoe Barns il

The Miss-Lou Military Museum and
Veterans Welcome/Information Center
107 Jefferson Davis Boulevard
Natchez, Mississippi, 39120

by Roscoe Barnes lll, PhD

Cultural Heritage Tourism Manager
Visit Natchez

The Miss-Lou Military Museum and Veterans Welcome/Information Center exists as a vital resource
to inspire communities of young people and pay tribute to the men and women who served in the
United States military. Located in the southern part of Natchez, Mississippi, the museum aims to
educate the public about the contributions of military personnel by giving local residents and
visitors immersive experiences that are interactive, memorable, and visually stimulating. These
experiences are made possible by the use of military artifacts, carefully crafted Gl Joe figures, well-
designed ship and aircraft



The |V|ISS Lou M|I|tary Museum and Veterans WeIcome/Informatlon Center
107 Jefferson Davis Boulevard in Natchez, Mississippi.
Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.
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models, uniforms of different military branches, and photos, among other items. The museum may
be seen as a clear and tangible way to recognize all branches of the U.S. military, dating back to
the First World War. The Miss-Lou Military Museum and Veterans Welcome/Information Center. 107
Jefferson Davis Boulevard in Natchez, Mississippi. Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.

History and Mission

The Miss-Lou Military Museum and Veterans Welcome/Information Center is a nonprofit
organization with 501-C3 status. It first opened in 2018 at the VFW Post 9573 building at 318 Sgt.
Prentiss Drive in Natchez. The VFW provided a room for the museum on its second floor. However,
on Nov. 12, 2023, the museum celebrated its grand opening at its current location at 107 Jefferson
Davis Blvd., where it now has better access and visibility. The museum occupies a storefront
between Highway 61 South and the Grand Village of the Natchez Indians.

The museum is operated by the Home with Heroes Foundation Inc. The foundation is a private non-
profit organization that works to help and honor veterans, as well as their loved ones. Its founding
president, G. Mark LaFrancis, passed in June 2024 following a long battle with cancer. In August
2023, LaFrancis said the museum fulfills a dream he had with the Home with Heroes Foundation.
Among other things, he said, “It's a gift to the community, especially the veterans' community.”
LaFrancis said his aim was to display many donated and loaned items from local residents and
veterans. He created a “Try Me On” section to allow young visitors and others to dress up as
military personnel.

LaFrancis was a retired veteran of the military. He served a total of twenty-three years in the Air
Force, Air National Guard and Air Force Reserve. In addition to being a veteran, LaFrancis was an
author, poet, journalist, and filmmaker. He authored several books for young readers and co-
authored The Parchman Ordeal: 1965 Natchez Civil Rights Injustice (The History Press, 2018).

“He is also well-known throughout the Miss-Lou (Mississippi-Louisiana) as a champion of veteran’s
affairs,” The Natchez Democrat reported after his passing. Natchez Mayor Dan Gibson described
him as a treasure to southwest Mississippi. In an interview with The Natchez Democrat, Gibson
said, “Mark’s love for others, including all he did for our veterans, made such an impact on
Natchez. He contributed in so many ways.”



The late G. Mark LaFrancis, president of Home with Heroes Foundation Inc. Photograph courtesy of
Roscoe Barnes lll.

The foundation’s current president is retired Army Lt. Col. Larry Smith. According to Smith, the
museum is a community arm of the foundation that was created “as a tribute to veterans who have
served the nation in war and in peace.” The museum focuses on the United States military history
beginning with World War I. Its mission is centered around five terms that summarize the overall
thrust of the museum. Those terms are:

* Tribute: The museum is a way to honor the men and women who served in the Armed Forces,
many of whom lived in the Miss-Lou area.

* Preservation: It is a way to preserve artifacts (i.e. uniforms, medals, collectibles, and more), some
of which are priceless.
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* Education: It is a way to educate young and old alike about the contribution of men and women
who served in the Armed Forces.

* Inspiration: It is a way to inspire visitors to be proud of those who served in the United States
military.

* Friendship: It is a way to cultivate friendship among visitors, especially veterans.

Audience and Operations

According to Smith and his team of volunteers, the people who visit the museum are quite diverse.
Visitors include people of all ages, races, and backgrounds. Some of them are working adults and
some are retired. Although many are military veterans, some are students from local schools. No
matter their backgrounds, however, all are welcome, said Smith.

Retired Army Lt. Col. Larry Smith and his wife Jackie (ctr.) display the Quilt of Valor, May 21, 2024,
with Juliette Cassagne (l.), regent of the Natchez Chapter NSDAR, and Deborah Springer (r.), chair
of the Natchez Chapter NSDAR Service for Veterans committee. Photograph courtesy of Roscoe
Barnes IIl.

In regard to operations, a total of twenty people, including board members of the Home with
Heroes Foundation, help run the museum. Support also comes from Boy Scout Troop 168, Natchez
High School’s Air Force JROTC, as well as the VFW, the American Legion Post 4, and the Natchez
Chapter of the National Society Daughters of the American Revolution. In May 2024, the museum
hosted a ceremony in which the Natchez Chapter NSDAR presented Smith with the Quilt of Valor
awarded in partnership with the Quilts of Valor Foundation. In addition to individuals and local



businesses, two of the museum’s biggest supporters include the City of Natchez and the City of
Vidalia in Louisiana. Vidalia is located just across the Mississippi River from Natchez.

Along with greeting visitors and helping with the exhibits, volunteers also engage in fundraising to
keep the museum afloat. “We are grateful for our local donors, and we rely on them for their
community-wide display of support,” Smith explained. Home Bank, Atmos Energy, and Entergy are
among the foundation’s largest sources of grant aid. Private fundraising efforts are also critical. In
late April 2024, volunteers with the museum hosted a Patriotic Poker Run fundraiser to benefit
Home with Heroes. The event featured motorcycle riders and motorists in other vehicles traveling
to veteran and military-related venues throughout Adams County, including the Natchez National
Cemetery. Participants also toured the museum.

As with its fundraising, the museum’s work to increase its visibility is ongoing. Since its grand
opening, it has appeared in several newspapers and a regional magazine, including The Natchez
Democrat, Concordia Sentinel, The Bluff City Post, and Miss-Lou Life & Style Magazine.
Presentations about the museum are given at the Friday Forum, a public program hosted by the
Natchez-Adams County Chamber of Com-
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The Gl Joe collection.
Created and donated by Robert Foley, former Green Beret and museum volunteer.
Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.

merce. The museum also publishes full color trifold brochures that its volunteers distribute
throughout Natchez and Adams County.

Museum Tours

The museum allows for “self-guided tours” that are enhanced by signage that explains each of its
exhibits. Visitors are presented aspects of military history in several categories, all of which have
strong appeal with its audience. One of its popular features is a collection of Gl Joe combat figures,
which Smith described as “one of the most accurate and exquisite collections around.” The
collection, which consists of sixty Gl Joes dressed in uniforms, is a tribute to veterans who served
during foreign wars. Smith noted all of the figures were created and donated by Robert Foley, a



former Green Beret who volunteers as one of the museum’s greeters.

A favorite of children is the “Try Me On” section where they can actually try on military uniforms.
This includes the wearing of military caps, helmets, and jackets, among other items. The
experience is for people of all ages, but it is especially enjoyed by young visitors. According to
volunteers, the “Try Me On” section is the perfect place for visitors to experience the moment and
take a few selfies in the process. The mu-
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Ray Hollis, U.S. Marine Corps veteran and museum
volunteer, pictured here in the Try Me On section.
Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.

seum also offers a “fold-a-flag” segment in which visitors are shown how to properly fold an
American Flag.

Artifacts like the Rosie the Riveter welder mask, shed light on World War Il history and the impact it
had on American women in the workplace. The Rosie exhibit includes the actual work suit and
welder’s hood worn by Mary Baroni Warren, a young woman who worked in the Naval shipyards
during World War Il. She reportedly became a nationally ranked first-class welder.

Military service items are also displayed. They include uniforms, a patriotic quilt, maps, military
decoration medals and awards, patches, field equipment, eating utensils, and challenge coins.

The display that stops people in their tracks—and causes them to reflect—is the Gulf War Tribute
section, a somber part of the museum that honors the men and women from Mississippi who died
serving in the Global War on Terrorism. Presented as “The Wall of Remembrance,” the section
features photographs of 75 military service members who were killed in action in Iraq or
Afghanistan. Their sacrifice, said Smith, is something that should never be forgotten.



Museum programs

In addition to providing the community with artifacts, images, and important stories on military
history, the museum engages the community by hosting or participating in several programs
related to veterans. For example, each year volunteers with the museum and Home with Heroes
participate in the nationally-observed

Welder's Mask worn by real life “Rosie the Riveter”
Mary Baroni Warren.
Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.
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A section of the Wall of Remembrance, honoring the men and women
from Mississippi who died serving in the Global War on Terrorism.
Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes Il

Wreaths Across America program in which wreaths are laid on the graves of American fallen
service members. This event occurs on the second Saturday in December. The volunteers also
raise funds each year in order to purchase the wreaths that they place on the graves.

On Veterans Day in 2023, Smith visited the Natchez National Cemetery where he joined Mayor Dan
Gibson and other volunteers in placing flowers on the grave of Landsman Wilson Brown (1841-
1900), the only Naval Medal of Honor recipient buried among the 8,000 patriots who lay at rest in
the cemetery.

For Veterans Week in 2023, the museum collaborated with the Natchez Museum of African
American History and Culture to co-host the public showing of the film Six Triple Eight (2023),
which was directed and produced by James William Theres. The film tells the story of the 855
women in the first and only predominantly black female battalion who served in Europe during



World War Il. Among other achievements, the battalion cleared a two-year backlog of mail and
helped process for delivery more than seventeen million pieces of mail near the end of the war.
Two local veterans of that storied unit were Louise Bruce and Gwendolyn Freeman Johnson who are
among those buried at the Natchez
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Veterans’ Welcome and Information Center. Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.

National Military Cemetery.

Volunteers with the museum also participate each year in the local Veterans Day parade. They
have organized bus trips to the World War Il museum in New Orleans, Louisiana, as well.

Unlike typical museums, the Miss-Lou Military Museum includes an Information Center for veterans
in need. Among other things, its purpose is to assist veterans by seeking to answer their questions
and provide them with information on veteran benefits and other issues of concern. A computer is
available for their use.

“This is a center where veterans can mingle, have free coffee, read, relax, and gain information
about benefits, activities, and more,” according to a brochure published by the museum.
“Occasionally, professional advisors will visit the center to meet with veterans.”



With regard to the museum’s future, Smith said that it is bright and promising. That view is shared
by the foundation and the volunteers.

“Home with Heroes plans to continue to operate the museum and information center as its primary
interface with veterans, their families, and the community the foundation supports,” Smith said. “It
seeks to raise its local profile and attract more tourists to Natchez while increasing awareness of
the foundation among the veterans in need that it serves.”
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For More Information:

Tours at the Miss-Lou Military Museum and Veterans Welcome/Information Center are free to the
public. Donations are accepted. The museum is located at 107 Jefferson Davis Blvd., Natchez,
Mississippi 39120. Hours of operation are Tuesday through Friday from 9 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. On the
first and third Saturday, it is open from 9 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Other hours are available for groups
by appointment. The museum is wheelchair accessible. Parking is available in front of the building.
For more information, call Executive Director Larry Smith at 253-970-2090. Send email to

Smithlaiii@gmail.com or homewithheroes@live.com

Information is also available at homewithheroes.org or through the Home with Heroes Facebook
page.

Military Artifacts and Models display featuring
period military helmets and aircraft models.
Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.
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Female uniforms.

On the left is a female Army officer’s dress blues,
a uniform once worn by Home with Heroes Vice
President Gabi Crousillac. The uniform on the right
is an actual women’s work jumpsuit at Bell Aircraft
in Atlanta, Georgia, from 1942 to 1943. It was
donated by Patricia Jamison, whose mother, Bertie
Torgerson, was an original “Rosie the Riveter” who
worked at Bell Aircraft during World War Il.
Photograph courtesy of Roscoe Barnes lll.
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The Cali Story 2.0



Reviews

Lottie Deno: A Novel of the Civil War & the American Southwest. By Frank
Thurmond. (Marion, MI: Parkhurst Brothers Publishers, 2024. Pp. 240, $17.95,
paperback)

“l was later accused of ‘running a disorderly house,” but that is of course nonsense, the kind of
thing men always want to say about a woman who happens to be suc- cessful in her own right,”
says Lottie Deno about her thriving busi- ness enterprise as she reflects on her life in Frank
Thurmond’s novel Lottie Deno. Now in her 80s, as she re- counts her story, Lottie appears a
remarkable character, brilliantly de- veloped from the historical figure who led an ad- venturous life
during the Civil War and the turbulent decades that followed. The novel, sub- titled A Novel of the
Civil War and the American Southwest, chronicles the Civil War’s impact on a young girl’s growth
and the life-altering choices she makes in its aftermath. The novel vividly cap- tures her evolution
from an innocent girl in Ken- tucky into a formidable and unconventional woman, while also
capturing socio-cultural up- heavals of the post-Civil War South.

Charlotte ). Tomkins, known as Carlotta and later as Mysterious Maud and Lottie Deno, grew up in
Gallatin County, Kentucky, where her family home became a Confederate recruitment hub when
the Civil War began. After her father’s death in the war, she is sent to Detroit, partly to separate
her from Johnny, a Jewish boy she loves. Despite their separation, Johnny manages to meet her and
they plan to move West. As things don’t go as planned for Johnny, Carlotta falls for Frank
Thurmond, an outlaw who changes the course of her life, again. Carlotta’s journey across the
chaotic post-war frontier is one of adventure and resilience. She defies societal expectations,
survives kidnappings, befriends saloon owners, and makes her own money and way in a lawless
world, finally settling in New Mexico. Lottie speaks as a highly transformed and so- cially aware
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woman, critical of slavery and unen- thusiastic of the forces in play that fueled the Civil War. Her
inclination toward equality and freedom for all is evident in her character from an early age. As her
story opens, she reflects on her upbringing, recounting how her parents owned “a large number of
enslaved people,” and here she adds in parenthesis “though | am now terribly ashamed to admit
it.” She calls the “talk of the constitutional right to freedom” of the Confederate sympathizers, like
her father, “hyp- ocritical,” as freedom “in their minds clearly ap- plied only to wealthy, white (and
male) landowners like themselves. Despite being the heiress of a slave-owning landowner from the
South, and taken by her father to many of his business trips—from Detroit to European cities— she
develops a liberal worldview, and in fact, learns to become someone the society would not expect
of a girl. Her Nanny, a black woman, becomes her confidant, and later she helps her secure free-
dom. Carlotta understands the price she may
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have to pay for who she is becoming and what she wants to do, but she learns to take risks at an
early age. Despite her family’s disapproval, she is drawn to Johnny Golden from New York, a Jew-
ish boy. “I won't have you cavorting with no Jew boy!” said the father to her, and she recalls, “I did
not understand what | had done wrong.” She was also strictly forbidden to socialize with “darkies,”
but she always rises above the social norms of the time, and throughout her life she affirms her
humanity despite being a lady gam- bler, often accused of cheating and manipula- tion, through
acts like buying freedom for Mary. She even names her child “Mary” after her black maid. The
historical figure Charlotte Tomkins Thurmond is known as a “notorious lady gam- bler” and has
become a subject of many other books and articles like Edgar Rye’s historical fic- tion The Quirt
and the Spur: Vanishing Shadows of the Texas Frontier. This novel by Thurmond does a fabulous
job highlighting her humane aspect despite the kind of life she was forced—or chose— to live.
When we first meet her on the farm, she is an innocent farm girl. But very quickly, when her family
loses it fortune to the new system, she begins to gamble out of necessity. Quickly, she grows into a
“notorious” gambler, but readers will easily forgive her, and they will continue to sympathize with
her, given the conditions within which she functions. The novel paints a vivid picture of the fron-
tiers in the aftermath of the Civil War. The un- tamed frontiers are havens for outlawed rebels and
criminals and kidnappers seeking to make fortunes by any means possible. Gambling and saloon
businesses thrive, and there’s a constant talk of moving further west in pursuit of prosper- ity,
particularly the gold in California. As a West- ern, the novel captures the spirit of suspense and
adventure, immersing readers in the turbulent, unpredictable world of the era. The expertly crafted
first person narrative makes it easy for the reader to immerse them- selves in Lottie’s story. As the
narrator of her own tale, Lottie is reflective, considerate, and at times humorous. We know all first
person narrators are unreliable, but that very fact, that Dottie is an unreliable narrator, allows the
story to rise above mere historical recounting and become a chron- icle of a woman’s courageous
journey to her self- hood and identity amid adversities. Thurmond keeps her grounded to the
historical times. Her language, especially the dialogue she recounts, clearly reflects the time
period. However, he bril- liantly imbues her with modern sensibilities. Her shame over her family’s
history of keeping en- slaved people, her choice of words (“enslaved people” instead of “slaves,”
for instance), her treatment of her maid, Mary, all reflect those sen- sibilities, and | find this aspect
of the novel par- ticularly intriguing. The novel has become a beautiful tribute to the strength and
resilience of a woman who was forced to chart her own path amid uncertain and unforgiving
conditions during and after the Civil War. Readers may also find it interesting to know that the
author, Thurmond, is related to the his- torical figure and a major character in the novel, Frank
Thurmond, and his curiosity about Frank led him to Lottie Deno, whose story he couldn’t help
telling.

--Khem Aryal

Peep Light: Stories of a Mississippi River Boat Captain. By Lee Hen-drix.
(Jackson, MS: University of Mis-sissippi Press, 2024. Pp. xviii + 196,
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acknowledgments, riverboat glossary, prologue, epilogue, references and credits, $99 hardback,
$22, paper- back)

As you have driven over a Mississippi River bridge, you have seen towboats pushing their barges
up and down the Gathering of Waters. You might mistakenly refer to both the towboat and the tow
as a large barge. A river boat captain will set you straight. A barge is one of the main vessels
attached to a tow. The towboat pushes the barges, and the crew members eat and sleep on the
towboat, not the barge. Captain Lee Hendrix sets these kinds of misconceptions straight in his witty
and vibrant collection of reflections, essays, short stories, and reminiscences of half a century of
life on riverboats. Rather than imagining what life is like on a towboat, Hendrix brings you down
from your car into his wheelhouse where he seats you on the liar’s bench and relates won- derful
stories. The book blends genres as many of the chapters work as memoirs, but he also in- cludes
short fiction, eulogies, essays, and other forms of writing. The peep light refers to blue steering
light that pilots use for navigation. It is an excellent metaphor for the book’s content, and Hendrix’s
personable style of writing gives readers luminous experiences with stories and ac- counts of
captains and crews who work the river.

After college, Hendrix began working on the barge lines in 1972 as a deckhand. Personal ex-
perience narratives relate the challenges of work- ing on a barge as well as the excitement of
learning the occupational practices and folklore within this working community. Some of the most
fascinating writing gives readers a great ap- preciation for the skills of deckhands. Hendrix and
other crew members worked six hours on and six hours off in all kinds of weather, and the work is
often dan- gerous. Lines can break and cables can break free. A loose barge is dangerous, and a
shapped cable or line can be deadly. Hendrix conveys his apprecia- tion for the deckhands’ skill,
and his prose illustrates the respect and camaraderie between captains, mates, and deck- hands.
Stories of events that he experienced as well as the accounts of others include original text that is
new to this book as well as entries published in Big River Magazine and other publications.

_--.E,__-
—

Seoarieial 4
Bl by Arwd ?

Lee Hendrix

Within a few years, Hendrix began training to become a river boat pilot. His description of learning
the requisite skills evokes the writing of Samuel Clemens and other cub pilots. He gives readers an
understanding of both the direct con- tinuity to time-honored ways of training pilots as well as new
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developments within the past half century that have influenced the education and certification of
river boat captains. His own work is diverse and fascinating. He piloted towboats for the barge lines
on the Mississippi and other rivers. He worked as an outdoor educator who taught students about
the importance of water- way ecosystems. He piloted excursion boats, in- cluding the steamers the
Mississippi Queen and the Delta Queen. His accounts of serving as a cap- tain on a casino boat in
Davenport, lowa, during the 1993 flood offer a unique insider’s view of one of the worst floods in
American history. As he gives us accounts of his range of experiences, readers gain a microcosm of
the history and cul- ture of those working on river boats, with an ex- cellent blending of vivid
descriptions with
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engaging reflections on the changes in the indus- try. His career concluded with his work for the US
Army Corps of Engineers prior to his retire- ment in 2014. He continues to write and speak on the
river, and Peep Light is a culmination of his skills as a writer and raconteur. There are numerous
ghost stories and leg- ends associated with the river. It is not uncom- mon to hear tales of ghost
ships and supernatural occurrences. “Chapter 10: Jimmy Dan” stands out a bit differently from the
rest as it is his fic- tionalized reworking of a legend of a ghost ship that he mined from the writing
of Benjamin Bot- kin. As do other legends, his story begins with a realistic narration that sounds
plausible. The narrative shifts and becomes an exciting account of a huge tow that became
unmanageable. The resolution to what could have been a major dis- aster shifts his realistic writing
into the fanciful. Hendrix’s work of short fiction, here, works well as he blends accurate description
with his artistic license. He also gives readers more prosaic ver- sions of riverlore and legends. One
of the most widely believed ones is the account that Lou- isiana Governor Huey P. Long purposely
re- stricted the height of the Upper Baton Rouge Bridge to less than 110 feet of clearance above
the Low Water Reference Point. Those crossing the bridge have wondered why it is 62 feet lower
than the nearby I-10 Bridge, located four miles down river. The story goes that Long limited the
height to prevent ocean-going vessels from going beyond the port of Baton Rouge. The story
sounds good, and even folklorists have believed and told it, but it isn’t true. Hendrix debunks the
tale and suggests why it persists within the wider context of Louisiana’s political history. Hendrix
includes this type of engagement with perceptions about river life. There is an in- credible amount
of in-group knowledge and argot that is part of river culture. Some of this knowledge is fodder for
jokes and pranks. The author describes being sent on trips for non-ex- istent equipment like keys
for locks and ratchet stretchers that are also part of other groups’ oc- cupational folklife. These
accounts index other elements of the depth of the culture of those who work the river. One of the
most salient examples, here, is his response to a seemingly intriguing question from a member of
an audience who asked which Mississippi River bridge he thought was the most attractive. His
answer turned into “Chapter 13: Ain’t No Such Thing as a Purty Bridge.” Although he does
acknowledge the ar- chitectural appeal of numerous bridges, Hendrix gives us towboaters’
perspectives. Namely, each bridge poses numerous challenges in navigating and maneuvering
vessels underneath them. He explains how the bridge in Vicksburg, Missis- sippi, is especially
hazardous. Challenges in navi- gating through it include dangerous currents, lack of visibility, and a
wide variety of obstacles known only among seasoned members of the community. This chapter
vividly illustrates one of the main elements of piloting a river boat. Forty-barge tows are not
uncommon, and the size of the complete tow can be larger than most freighters crossing the
oceans. Whereas captains of ocean-going ships may only have to steer through bridges when
leaving or entering a har- bor, river boat pilots are constantly working to navigate numerous
bridges, locks and dams, pil- ings, and other obstacles throughout a twisting and turning river
course. Peep Light takes readers out of our view from atop the bridge and into the decks and
wheelhouses of the vessels plying the inland waterways. His memories expressed in his excellent
storytelling serve as a lively entrance into a view of this world from the perspective of life on the
river.

--Gregory Hansen
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A pooka in Arkansas. By Ed Madden. (Washington, DC: The Word Works, 2023.
Pp. 81, $19.00, paper-back)

The pooka of the title is a borrowing from an lIrish folktale work by Yeats, according to whom,
quoted in the front matter, the creature “seems essentially an animal spirit” and a sort of
shapeshifter. (The Irish variant is pluca.) Madden appropriates the term to signify queerness while
growing up in a home and community hostile to a healthy self-awareness of it. The volume is
roughly chronological, from boyhood to college and later, suggesting a verse memoir, though all
poetry is by its nature fictive. The poems mine experiences and bravely reveal aspects of them to
readers. Although they may be especially helpful to those living in similar situations—there is more
than one pooka in Arkansas—they have a com- mon humanity for anyone interested, as the poems
adeptly place readers in the speaker’s shoes. In the tradition of such poets as Jo McDou- gall, most
of these poems are set in the Arkansas Delta, where Madden was born and raised. They lend
credence to the famous Flannery O’Connor idea that anyone surviving childhood has enough
experience to fuel a writing career. Scattered poems take readers elsewhere, including Ireland and
Brazil, the setting of the beautiful ode “Horses,” but the Delta poems hit hardest. The opener,
“When | was a young animal,” both links the shapeshifting pooka with the speaker and es-
tablishes the family rice farm as the main setting. The speaker as a young animal learned, as we all
do, from watching others. There is no guar- antee the things any of us learn when we are young
will be positive, humane, or true, and throughout the volume the speaker reflects on rejection by
community and, most painfully, by family. The persona slides back and forth easily between past
and present to reveal consciousness in operation, the mind trying to understand itself.

A pooka in
Arkansas

Madden also follows a long tradition of po- etry about farm work extending back at least to Hesiod,
who was raised to be a shepherd, and Seamus Heaney, in whose “Digging” the nar- rator-son
concludes he will not follow his farmer father but dig instead with his pen. This collec- tion is a
tribute to Madden’s father, whose final days and death are central to Ark (2016). The title poem
represents the speaker’'s merged identity as he pauses in caring for his father by walking alone
near his family’s house to speak with his partner on the phone. Some of the poems are set in a
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deepening dusk as fires of various sorts, as large as an entire field and as small as his father’s
cigarette, blaze in the dark and evoke a vividness with which the reader can almost smell the
smoke. The poems expose wounds but also, as a book-length narrative, reconcile the past with the
present. The volume suggests that some wounds have healed or scarred over, while others remain
tender. The therapy session of “Eclipse” draws this idea forward by employing a snippet from poet
Mary Oliver: “this, too, was a gift.” These poems show how familial wounds cut the deepest and
remain the longest. Some of the complexities of familial relationships unfold sequentially. For
example, while the father in
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“Unless thou get a son” is a “god,” the mother, in the next poem, “Fairy Tale” (the first of three), is
“a mortar and pestle, / grinding her children as she sees fit” (pp. 8, 9). In a later poem, she tells the
speaker, “You know deep down you’'re really ashamed” (p. 49). In the subsequent poem, pre-
sumably in another session, the therapist urges him to stop “doing your family’s work of shaming
you” (p. 50). A prose poem follows beginning with “I am not the son you wanted” and is filled out
with an extensive list of additional “l am nots” (p. 51). A later poem suggests a possible open lane
for improved mother communica- tions: hurting words cannot be undone, but “now / we’'re trying to
say it different” (p. 62). Not ashamed, many of the poems affirm and cele- brate sexuality.
“Instructions” (subtitled “on meet- ing the Plca, 1”) states, “Some of us were made to be ridden,
riddled, riven” (p. 12). In the second “Instructions,” the speaker is in a forest as a wolf, though
there is never just one: “You are no longer a child / You are no longer a boy / or a girl” and you
“[s]wallow what you don’t yet know” (p. 25). Most of the poems are brief, direct, and em- ploy
unembellished language fitting for bare thoughts—the technique and content are well paired.
(Against this grain slightly is the second “Instructions,” which references Deleuze and Guattari’s
“Becoming Animal”: “Becoming is al- ways of a different order than filiation.”) The lan- guage is
unfussy, unadorned, and unpretentious. It is easy to overlook the strong versification here, the
poet’s exploration of free verse, including sur- prising enjambments such as . . . biscuits big as a
cat’s head, threaded with cheese. (p. 71) The lines also tend toward brevity and ellip- sis, but the
longest and perhaps central poem, “Burning the fields,” stretches out the lines and employs one of
many light/dark settings in the volume as an extended poetic excavation of family relations.
Communal judgments enforce family ones, as the poem invokes an Arkansas law against sodomy,
death for black men, prison for whites, though “[i]ln 1873, the racial distinction was removed.” This
reads like a punchline, but it is sheer horror. Here, as in the other poems, Madden uses nouns to
evoke ideas and does not rely heavily on adjectives to do the lifting or create the images. A white
bowl turned face down on a table in a blue kitchen resembles a moon to create an image reflecting
a sad child- hood. Such rich images enforce memories of re- jection, though a small boy cannot
know about sexuality in a context so hostile to self-realization. Many of the poems are variations on
the shape- shifting pooka, but the theme does not wear thin, and the word count is perfect. Other
sur- prising images and phrases unfold, e.g., a gar, “slick, prehistoric, its eyes gone dead,” on his
father’s trot line (p. 46). He makes the difficult look easy. One tornadic evening in late March 2023,
Madden gave a reading at the A-State Delta Sym- posium, as he has previously. Having grown up
in the area, neither he nor extended family members at the session seemed alarmed. That af-
ternoon the supercell threatened his hometown of Newport as it proceeded southeast to destroy
much of Wynne. | told Madden | enjoyed his book, which | read that day with one eye on the local
TV weather, that | admired its cover (art- work by self-taught Michael Krajewski), appreci- ated the
humor of the poems, and cited some of the Irish writers he teaches regularly. (He teaches Irish
literature, queer studies, and creative writ- ing at the University of South Carolina.) One ex- ample
is derived from a therapist’s statement, on which the narrator reflects: “All you can do is the best
you can do,” though the narrator cannot keep the phrasing straight—lesson lost? The recur-
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ring “Fairy tale” poems are other examples, as is “Sometimes it’s all | think about, too,” which
states, “Every time | masturbate / | am rethink- ing hegemonic masculinity” (p. 44). Having grown
up in a devout Church of Christ family and written about it, it’'s unsurpris- ing that religion plays
some role in the poems, though the references are mostly in passing. Else- where, Madden has
written that for him, religion is “something going if not gone” (Arkansas Review 50.1 2019, p. 6).
Near the first of “Burning the fields,” a line suggesting the narrowness that sometimes
accompanies religious faith provides its own key: “A man stands, his head encased by a tiny
church—as if the church were a vise, a mask, a hood” (p. 30). Quite differently, the first “Psalm”
refers not to the Old Testament poetry but to “porn revelations,” a phrase that surely applies to
many (all?) people at some point in their young lives, perhaps earlier and more graph- ically in
today’s “information age.” The poem praises the magazine ads of Orioles pitcher Jim Palmer,
“whose underwear ads were holy writ of adolescence” (22). The poems show how levity is a sort of
comfort in almost any situation and sug- gest a healthy ethos. By the end of the volume, the
speaker has re- alized a strong sense of satisfaction in a home with a loving husband—a scenario
less imaginable in late twentieth-century Northeast Arkansas—as in the collection’s beautiful final
poem, “My hus- band who is not my husband.” The title charac- ter is at the stove tending to “slabs
of meat / skittering in grease”; he is the speaker’s “hot water bottle,” and in moments of
tenderness, he does not wish the speaker to see him crying at the Dublin airport (pp. 71, 72). So
concludes this slim volume, which merits a large audience ev- erywhere. Arkansans should
celebrate the art of a local son who has, for better and worse, not for- gotten his roots. He has
developed his talents and given them back to us in his poetry.

--Bryan L. Moore
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