Party

_

“there’s sweety-boy,” Ginx said, as we approached Dead Man’s Field. He pointed up. I looked at the dusty yard, where the sun was beating down. The yards in West Hillsborough lost their sparse grass in the summertime and turned to dust. I saw the little white house and the girl in front of it. She was dressed in a wedding gown, holding a can of Pepsi in one hand.


“Jesus almighty!” I laughed out loud. I was glad to have something else to focus on, because all morning I’d been thinking about how the business was over and it would be more difficult to see Billy. I didn’t mind going to a party, the first real party to which Ginx and I had ever been invited.


“Yoo-hoo!” the girl called, waving at us with her free hand as we started up the dusty little hill of her yard.


“Well, you made it,” she said, when Ginx and I stopped in front of her. I got a better look at that puffy white dress, obviously manufactured for a bride on a tight budget. It came complete with a veil, which Sweety-Boy had partially pulled over her face. The long sleeves clung all the way down her thin arms.


“You’re all dressed up,” my brother said.


“I can’t be accused of not dressing for a party,” the girl said cheerfully to our faces. “You’re looking mighty fine too, Morgan-Lee.” I shrugged in response. For the party, I’d borrowed Dana’s pink slacks and white T-shirt. I’d even allowed my sister to fix my hair. Sweety-Boy nodded to Ginx. “And how do you do, sir?”


“Just fine,” Ginx responded, “and yourself?”


“Well, today is hot, but it’s the most perfect yet. It’s all perfect because it’s Jacob’s birthday, and everything’s been arranged.” Sweety-Boy cast her gaze out to Dead Man’s Field as if she were responsible for having set it there just that morning, along with the large oak trees, the sun, the pale scar of moon, the few houses scattered along the border of the field—as if she had created the whole backdrop against which we would celebrate. “I will show you the Patch,” she said. “Our Patch, where it’s cool. This is our garden party.”


“Perfect for a party in the Patch,” I mumbled to my brother.


“Perfect for a party in the Patch provided Pete proclaims penance,” Ginx added.


“Penance for what?” Sweety-Boy asked. We stopped.


“Nothing,” Ginx said, after a pause during which he indicated himself and me with flicks of his thumb. “It’s just something we do.”


The girl did not inquire any further. She gathered up her wedding train and turned to walk around to the back of the house. “If my grandpa—if Mr. Winston comes out, just wave and say, ‘How do you do, sir?’ He doesn’t know about the party. Mr. Winston loves parties, but he just don’t have the energy for them anymore. They wear him out. If we don’t act like it’s a party, he won’t suspect.” We followed her around the corner and stood in the backyard, a tall circular fence overgrown with ivy before us. “Where’s Dana?” Sweety-Boy asked.


“Dana doesn’t like walking with me, especially if she’s going to meet someone new,” Ginx explained matter-of-factly, one hand fumbling in his pocket. “She’d rather walk alone.”


“Naw,” I said, because I thought we were telling this girl way too much, “that’s not it. She was wrapping a present for Jacob.” I looked at Ginx, hoping he wouldn’t argue. “That’s why she’s late.”


Sweety-Boy didn’t even consider what I was saying. She narrowed her eyes at my brother and shook her head. “That’s just rude, rude, rude behavior on Dana’s part,” the girl breathed. “Family should stick together, show up as a unit.” She pushed at the flimsy green door to the Patch. We entered a small circular room with a flat dirt floor just as red and dusty as her yard. The walls were made of wood garden fencing and stood about six feet tall. The roof was made of the same fence material. The whole thing was all painted green, but you could hardly see this because it was covered inches thick in kudzu, which wound through the tiny diamonds of the fencing, intertwining with itself and offering forth rich green leaves that I just had to reach into for the coolness, which tickled all the way up my forearm.


“Our aunt rips this stuff out if she finds it growing in the garden,” I said.


“Once that kudzu takes root, you just can’t stop it—specially not in the summertime,” Sweety-Boy informed me.


There was only a small table inside, and it was loaded with bags of chips and three six-packs of Pepsi; there were cartons stacked underneath. Sweety-Boy went to the table and put down her Pepsi can.


“Where’s Jacob?” I asked.


“Oh,” Sweety-Boy said, “he’s giving Mr. Winston his dinner, then he’ll have to help get him to bed.” She paused for a minute. “Mr. Winston—my grandpa, like I said. My momma’s daddy.” She sighed. “Jacob loves taking care of people. He’s good to us, real good.”


“Who else is coming?” I asked, looking around the small fenced-in space and wondering how it was going to fit a whole party of people.


“Well now, just you, me, Ginx, Dana, and Jacob, of course,” she replied, turning to shut the green door.


“Dana and Jacob are the only ones missing then,” Ginx stated. “There will be five of us.”


“That’s enough,” Sweety-Boy said, her veil puffing with each word. “Enough for me.” Ginx nodded, and Sweety-Boy began to rock. I was relieved, but I wondered if it counted as a true party. I heard Ginx repeat “party” twice. A hard word, taut and wiry, much like the girl. My brother looked down at Sweety-Boy’s feet, then up to the roof of the Patch. He stroked his chin and studied the kudzu leaves.


“Nice place you got here,” Ginx then said, too loudly.


“It’s humble,” Sweety-Boy replied, discreet as a good housewife, “but it’s ours, mine and Jacob’s.”


“The walls are nice,” Ginx remarked, reaching out to touch one of the rich green kudzu leaves.


“I’ll turn on the light,” she offered, flipping a switch. A wire had been tangled all the way up the fence and over the roof, terminating in a naked hanging bulb.


I felt I should say something, so I said, “Great.”


As the course of conversation faltered, I looked over to the table with the bags of food. “Please help yourself,” Sweety-Boy offered. Ginx immediately took one large step toward the table, picked up a bag of Chee-tos, and pulled it open. “You wanted more guests, Morgan-Lee? You disappointed?” Sweety-Boy asked, reaching up to pick off a dry kudzu leaf. As she did, the top few buttons on the back of her dress came undone. When she turned back to me, the front of her dress had slipped forward, and I saw the slope where her breasts began, a tough valley where no flowers would ever grow. I scratched my earlobe. “This’ll give us all a chance to get acquainted.”


“Acquainted,” Ginx repeated.


“No problem,” I said. Sweety-Boy cast the dead leaf to the ground.


“Good,” Ginx exclaimed, stepping back to us with the Chee-tos. “These are quite nice. Really. Where is Jacob?”


She lifted her veil. “He’ll be along shortly.”


“Please have some,” Ginx said, offering the open bag to Sweety-Boy and then grabbing up a handful to stuff in his mouth. I reached in the bag and took some too. We crunched, the orange food a striking contrast to the white of Sweety-Boy’s dress. “So you live with your grandpa?” Ginx asked, licking his lips.


“Yeah,” Sweety-Boy said, her eyes roaming across the smooth surface of my brother’s face. She took in his hair, his lips, and his chin.


“Ginx,” I said firmly, interrupting her gaze, “I would like Chee-tos now too.”


He looked at me. “Sure.” He looked at the hand holding the bag. “Here,” he offered quietly, extending the bag toward me. “Take as many as you like, Pike.”


The girl did not laugh at his behavior. We stood there a little longer just chewing. After a while, there was a knock on the door, and Sweety-Boy said, “That must be Dana.”


There was a scrape and the hollow sound of knocking against wood, and we turned to watch Dana step through the opened Patch door. “I heard y’all talking back here,” she said. She was carrying a box wrapped in gold paper with a red bow.


She looked worried as she handed her gift to Sweety-Boy, who exclaimed, “Oh, a present, and just in time!”


Ginx moved toward me so Dana would not be forced to stand too close to him. He turned to the fence, separated the kudzu vines, and peered through one of the wooden diamonds. Ginx and I had chipped in for Jacob’s present, but Dana didn’t mention this. “From me to Jacob,” my sister said.


Sweety-Boy pulled back and studied my sister. “Y’all should be informed,” she said, after a long pause, “that back in Asheville, Jacob lifted a tractor off a man.” She spoke low and looked impatient, as if the message she was trying to transmit were vital, crucial to understanding why we had come, exactly who we were celebrating.


“He saved a man at Johnny Johnson’s, too,” Dana rejoined, excited. The girl sucked on her upper lip with increased irritation, but Dana repeated more loudly, as if she hadn’t heard, “He saved a man at Johnny Johnson’s too.”


Sweety-Boy exhaled. “There was a neighbor of ours back in Asheville, a Mr. Keene, out working, and his tractor must’ve hit a rock or something. It turned over and trapped him underneath. Jacob saw it all happen and just ran into that field and lifted the side of the tractor up enough for Mr. Keene to crawl clear from under it.” Sweety-Boy gave a nod, and a slab of black hair fell over her shoulder.


“I’ve never heard of anyone able to do that,” Dana offered, unaware that the girl’s eyes were probing from her arms to her legs and hair. “Oh, Jacob is so strong!”


“Let him alone,” Sweety-Boy warned.


“Well, guess your brother’ll go to heaven,” I said loudly, hoping to deflect Sweety-Boy’s glare away from my sister.


The girl took a step back; then she turned from us and went to the table. She said, “Some people find out early what they are capable of. They know the kind of person they are. I mean, they really know whether they’re good or bad. Some people are just lucky that way.” She opened another bag of chips.


Dana and I stood, not looking at each other. I felt it was time for me to give my sister something, a piece of advice, a strong word or phrase that she could understand and cling to while navigating the murky seas of love. Our mother never thought about how to do this, and Aunt Lois would certainly lead her astray.


“Most people—” Ginx began, talking to Sweety-Boy.


As he spoke, I whispered to Dana, “Love is not a pie.” That was the capsule of knowledge I managed to tell my sister while we stood there, avoiding each other’s eyes. “Not a pie,” I repeated as kindly as I possibly could. It was something I had heard once, a phrase to cherish.


“May I have chips?” Ginx asked, when he was finished with what he had to say. So far, he had kept from humming. “Could I please have some of your chips?” he asked Sweety-Boy.


“Fatten you up,” she said, laughing. “You’re way too skinny.”


“Yeah,” my brother agreed, laughing as well. “I’m skinny, all right. I should eat more pie. Pumpkin pie and pretzels.” Ginx looked at me. He nodded and even smiled. With both hands, he split his bangs across his forehead and said, “Thank you” to Sweety-Boy, who held open her bag. He took a handful of chips.


The Patch door scraped open once more, and a large boy hunched down and lumbered through. His hair was a grown-out crew cut, so his head looked to be covered in a spread of soft nettles. He was wearing an old blue T-shirt tucked into a pair of stone-washed jeans. “And together they licked the platter clean,” Sweety-Boy sang out, as he came in and joined our semicircle.


“Surprise!” Dana yelped.


Without looking the least bit surprised, the large boy smiled and told us all hello. “This is Jacob,” the girl announced. Dana’s gaze traveled from his face to his feet. “This is my brother, Jacob,” Sweety-Boy said, “and he got himself a Saturday off work.”


“Surprise,” Ginx sputtered, between crunches.


“Oh, well, look here. Thank y’all for coming.” Jacob thumped into the middle of the small Patch. “Man, it’s hot in here,” he said, pushing up the sleeves of his T-shirt. Then he squashed a thick eyebrow under his thumb pad. Sweety-Boy bent backward, graceful as a willow. Ginx wiped his entire arm across his mouth.


“Hi, Jacob,” my sister said. The boy’s face and body were expanded versions of themselves. He was as big as Amos.


“Hello,” Jacob said, looking at Dana as she half closed her eyes, a trick Aunt Lois had told us to use sparingly. “It works especially well,” Aunt Lois had promised, “if you’ve dazzled the lids with Brun de Nuit.”


I asked Dana, “What eye shadow are you wearing?”


“Brun de Nuit!” my sister answered loudly, enunciating the French so everyone could hear.


Jacob leaned back on his heels as Sweety-Boy introduced us. “This is Morgan-Lee, this is Ginx, and this is Dana.” I smiled.


Jacob lifted a thick hand in greeting as each of our names was spoken. His face was pleasant, although each individual feature was poorly formed: his eyes were too close and small, pinning down a large nose. “Hey,” Jacob said to Dana, hand running through his hair, “what’d you say just now?”


Dana’s fingers wriggled into fists, which she pressed over her heart. “Oh! It was French.” She sighed wistfully, thumping her growing chest and shaking her head so you could tell just by looking that her hair was smooth as water. Jacob’s face was muscled and soft, lacking the dark, rough places in Sweety-Boy’s face. In fact, the two of them looked nothing alike.


“You know our Aunt Lois. Lois Cook,” I told him.


“Sure, Mrs. Cook. She’s real sweet,” the boy told us. “Comes to the garage all the time. She won that car of hers as a prize, right?”


“She didn’t win it; that car was an award for hard work. It’s not like winning a prize, you know, something for nothing,” Dana explained. “Anyway, now she’s in line for getting the Deena Fae Cadillac.”


“Jacob,” Ginx mumbled through a mouthful of chips. He swallowed. “Yeah. My sister has a crush on you.”


“Shut up, Ginx!” Dana hissed.


Jacob pursed his lips and looked at me, so I quickly interceded. “Not me,” I said, and pointed at Dana.


“The other one,” Sweety-Boy shrilled. “The other one.”


Dana blushed a deep red and sniffled. “Gawd!”


“Hi, Jacob,” I loudly interjected, attempting to start from scratch. “Happy birthday. I guess you’re sixteen now.”


“That’s right,” Jacob confirmed, grateful to me for having provided a bridge over disaster. He said, “Glad you could be here. Thank y’all for showing up.”


“It’s a sad, sad occasion,” Sweety-Boy interjected, suddenly serious, biting her lip as if trying to shove away tears. “Y’all don’t know this, but Jacob got his driver’s license today.”


“People often get a license at sixteen,” Ginx affirmed. “Often that happens.”


“Aw,” Jacob said, “now come on, Sweety.”


“Yeah,” Sweety-Boy agreed halfheartedly, “people do.” Then she looked at my brother and added, “Jacob’s itching to get out of here, and I don’t know yet if I can go with him.”


“Vegas is my dream,” the large boy added; then he winked at Sweety-Boy. He was blunt. “I always wanted to go, but she knows I wouldn’t go without her. I ain’t going without my sister; she knows that. Vegas has always been a dream, though.” Ginx cocked his head and stopped crunching, surprised that dreaming was even a possibility for such a large boy.


“Of course not. He’s not going to leave you,” Ginx reassured Sweety-Boy, as if he had known them both a long time. Jacob put his arm out and pulled his sister to him, crumpling her hard white polyester against his chest. Ginx’s hand went to his ear, and I instinctively looked away from the scene. Sweety-Boy was not the kind of girl who should be touched; this is what I thought. But she leaned into Jacob nonetheless.


“Ginx knows what I’m talking about. A brother and a sister gotta stay together,” she said. I kept my eyes averted, and suddenly Sister Lucca was there on the field below, drawing a wriggling black snake from her branch, placing it between her teeth, and biting it so hard the head snapped off. Jacob released Sweety-Boy and reached for a handful of Ginx’s Chee-tos.


Ginx stood very straight, holding the bag from the bottom so as not to risk being touched. “What’s your favorite kind of car?” he asked Jacob. Once Jacob’s hand was out of the bag, Ginx blew all potential germs off his wrist in case it had been grazed without his having noticed.


“Probably the 1972 Mustang,” Jacob said. “I got one now from a man said he was practically killed in it. But a guy brought in a little Pontiac the other day that near about brought me to tears.”


“I got you something,” Dana piped up, holding forth her golden box.


“We all chipped in for it,” Ginx added.


“I picked it out, and I wrapped it!” Dana hastened to exclaim.


“For me?” Jacob said with a wink, taking the box.


“For the devil himself,” Sweety-Boy muttered, brushing away the orange Chee-to crumbs that clung to the front of her wedding dress. She gave her skirts a rustle so my sister’s gaze switched off Jacob and onto her.


“Why are you wearing that?” Dana asked.


“It’s a wedding dress,” Ginx answered promptly and so matter-of-factly that Dana grew more disconcerted.


“But this is a birthday party.” My sister attempted to reason, trying to regain some ground. “And aren’t you hot?”


“Aw,” Jacob said, fussing with the fancy gold ribbon on his package, “that wedding dress belonged to my momma. That’s half the reason Sweety wears it.” He balled up the curly ribbon and stuffed it into the pocket of his jeans. “My momma and our daddy eloped, so it’s kind of a memory of how we got to be brother and sister.”


“Kind of.” Sweety-Boy smiled. “Iris Orange—that’s my momma—stole his heart, but then he left her too. She never stopped loving our daddy, I can tell you that.”


“Eloped,” Ginx repeated, the new sound bulging out, full and impregnable. No one, not even Dana, suggested that we move to stand nearer the table rather than huddling close to the door. My sister turned back to Jacob.


“Do you like my present?” she asked, as he pulled off the tape and carefully unwrapped the small box. Two leather workmen’s gloves lay in a bed of golden tissue paper taken from Aunt Lois’s gift-wrapping cabinet.


“Well,” Jacob breathed, “these are just too nice for me.” He stroked the leather.


“You work so much with your hands, I know,” Dana cooed, “and you can wear them year-round.” Sweety-Boy’s eyes darted straight to my sister’s fingers, which balled immediately into fists.


“He works in the junkyard too,” Ginx added, smacking on more food. Jacob wrapped his gift back up in its tissue, thanked Dana again, and went over to set the box on the table.


“Well,” Dana bubbled, “you are just so welcome.”


Sweety-Boy spoke out. “Back in the mountains, Jacob and me had a Patch similar to this one. We used to have to meet there in secret so Iris Orange wouldn’t find out. I don’t think I ever told anyone this before.” The four of us looked at her as she started up the story, her sentences drawn out, weighted down. “When Jacob and me were kids, we’d go back to our Patch and he’d let me weave honeysuckle into his hair.”


“Aw, stop it now,” Jacob protested. Ginx crumpled the bag he was holding. I saw him trying not to shrug or turn his head to the side, but he did both.


“He had this long hair, longer and blacker than any of the little boys around. I liked it. I’d sit back in the Patch with him for hours, just combing it and weaving in those flowers. I called him the Fairy God.” The intimacy was too much. Ginx’s bag spilled onto the ground as both hands shot to his ears.


“Enough, Sweety,” Jacob stammered. “They’re gonna get the wrong idea.”


“Do you miss the mountains?” I asked, trying to change the subject. Ginx succeeded in dropping a greasy hand and shoving it into his pocket, imitating Jacob, who had a hand in his pocket.


Sweety-Boy stood straight and flatly asked Jacob, “Now, what would the wrong idea be?” When her brother just shook his head, she went on to say, “Hours. We’d sit there for hours. The sky would change colors, that’s how long we’d sit there.”


Back in the days of our business, I would have taken notes on a patch of red dust under a wild honeysuckle canopy. Of course I would have spent extra time on a letter like that, detailing the part about how love is actually simple. Even just sitting with a person to watch the changing shades of sky can be enough. I would have written how there’s no real need for kissing, how touch is frivolous, frippery, flotsam, the extra that gets tacked on at the day’s end, not the minute-by-minute day of one person next to another, of stillness together. I wished I could write a letter like that for Billy. He would love a letter like that.


My brother had gotten hold of a jar of Sweety-Boy’s jam. Near the table, one of the cartons had been torn open. He popped the top, twisted it off, and began by sinking his forefinger into the jam as deeply as it would go.


“You can see one of the houses I service from here,” Sweety-Boy told us, parting the kudzu vines and peering through. “There’s a woman in that house with the caving-in roof—you can barely see it. She buys a good amount of jam, but she won’t shut up about that damn roof. Every time I go over there, she’s telling me that her roof just caved in the night before and she has to get it fixed immediately. She puts on airs, telling me the roof has to be fixed regardless of cost; she’s a busy woman, don’t you know.” Sweety-Boy shook her head over the desperation. “So I just make up a name and number for someone she can call who will come right away. A little more expensive, but worth it. And every time I go there, she thanks me. She’s looped her loop!”


“How much jam can you sell?” I asked.


“How do you think I afforded to build this?” Sweety-Boy was facing both Dana and me head-on, indicating the Patch with a sweep of her arm in a gesture eerily similar to Aunt Lois’s. “And you should see my bedroom, with a pink canopy bed and all!” Then she rubbed at her right knee. While keeping watch on her unpredictable frame, I stroked the base of my neck. “You know,” she said, “I hate to set foot in poor people’s houses—all of ’em smell. Fact is, I just won’t do it.”


Her announcement was startling. Our father had told me, “We are middle class. We will probably always be middle class.” This sounded fine to me, and I couldn’t remember ever really wanting to be rich, although Dana certainly did. I bit my lip and tried to think of what to say. Ginx chewed with his mouth open. Our father would categorize Sweety-Boy as lower class; Aunt Lois had called her white trash.


“You don’t like poor people because they can’t afford jams?” Dana asked, trying to be agreeable.


“What do you mean you don’t like poor people?” I asked.


“Donor,” Ginx said.


“I don’t like the way they smell,” she explained casually, leaning back so she could address all three of us at once. “Their houses smell like worn-out dresses, like fatback and ammonia.” She paused, her lips cracking apart for those perfect teeth. Her speech turned slick. “Fact is, I shouldn’t complain. I’ve made some good money off poor people in my time. They love jam. When my grandpa was young and working all day in the mill, he said he could lick a whole jar clean, and that was just for starters. I don’t discriminate on the selling part; cash looks the same no matter whose hands are giving it out. It’s just that there’re some houses I won’t go inside.”


“You really should see her room,” Jacob broke in. “Lives better than a queen.” He cleared his throat.


“Well, our house sure don’t smell of ammonia and fatback. Tell you that much. I make certain of it,” Sweety-Boy announced, blinking fiercely. There was anger in her voice. “Having money is a choice like anything else. You don’t gotta be poor, not in this country. There’s a way out of everything; no reason to sit around the house in some sorry worn-out version of what you could be and just take it.” Our father would say it was wrong to talk like that, that most people couldn’t help what class they were in. But to me, her firm pronouncement soothed like balm. I had never before imagined the possibility of standing in front of shelves stacked with life’s most unwieldy worries and blessings and simply choosing what to keep and what to discard—not to be poor, not to be afraid, not to be hurt, not to be misled.


“Hand me a Pepsi, Dana, please,” Sweety-Boy requested, while pinching up a flimsy layer of her dress. “It’s hard to move in this thing.”


“Sure,” Dana said. I leaned over to finger the cheap fabric of her dress.


“Can I feel, too?” Ginx asked, sending Sweety-Boy into a seesaw laugh.


“You must be a gentleman, sir, for asking so nice.” She smiled. “Be my guest.” She took the Pepsi can from Dana, popped it open, and handed it to Jacob. She asked for another, which Dana promptly got.


“Chicory.” Ginx rubbed the scratchy fabric together between his fingers.


That was a beautiful word, and I didn’t like his just handing such a word to her like that, so I quickly instructed, “A dress is a dress, Ginx. It doesn’t mean a thing about the person wearing it.” He let go and wiped his hands on his pants.


“True,” he told me. “You have to be careful.”


I noticed that Jacob was looking at the place on my upper arm, the collection of little bruises not covered by my T-shirt. I rarely wore such short sleeves. I pretended not to notice and allowed him to stare. Then, from somewhere in all her whiteness, Sweety-Boy produced a silver object. She opened her Pepsi can, took a long deep swig, then held the object in view long enough for me to see that it was an upscale version of the flask that the boys at school usually kept hidden in paper bags. Jacob drank down a few gulps of his Pepsi and averted his eyes. His sheepish smile surprised me. I hadn’t suspected that a boy who’d lifted a tractor would ever feel sheepish. He held out his can so she could pour a good stream of thick brown liquid to fill it back up again.


“Bacardi,” she said. “Only the best for my brother’s birthday.” Ginx began a hum attached to a distant buzzing. He hooked his pointer finger in order to dig at the jam, swiping dollop after dollop into his mouth.


“Enjoy yourself,” Sweety-Boy told my brother.


“Ginx,” I commanded in order to divert his attention from that girl. He stopped the hum.


Sweety-Boy chucked out a laugh. “Would y’all care to join us in this little extravaganza?” Dana sifted her fingers through her hair, again and again, as if she might eventually grab the answer from her scalp, but the hand kept coming out clean each time. I pressed down on the front of my pants the way Sweety-Boy had at Aunt Lois’s house. Then I reached to take a dollop from my brother’s jar. The jam was horrible: pure sugar with a chemical aftertaste; I nearly spit it out.


“Gimme something to rinse my mouth,” I demanded.


“Don’t take to my jams?” the girl asked. She laughed, and my brother bit his lip, watching her tenderly as I had never seen him watch anyone but me.


“We will join you, ma’am,” Ginx offered in calm decision. He grabbed a Pepsi can for each of us and tore off the caps. I drank a few swigs of mine, while keeping my eyes fixed on the girl.


“Your dress is undone,” Dana whispered to Sweety-Boy. Jacob touched his sister’s back.


“It’s okay,” Jacob said, “it’s hot.”


Ginx took a few gulps of his Pepsi, then we stuck out our cans the way Jacob had done. Sweety-Boy held up the flask for each of us in turn, pouring from a greater height than she needed to, so we could all enjoy the refreshing sound of liquor catapulting into the Pepsi.


“Uncle Pete drinks this stuff sometimes,” Dana informed us, trying to make the situation familiar. My brother blushed when the girl poured his liquor, his eyes full of good black earth, of warmth, of the present. Things were not at all familiar.


“Your uncle probably drinks more of this than he lets you know,” Sweety-Boy said.


“Aw,” Jacob guffawed, “nothing wrong with a nip now and then.”


“And this,” Sweety-Boy announced, closing and stashing the flask as quickly as it had appeared, then raising her Pepsi can in the air, “is a celebration!”


“Sure,” I joined in, the first to clink my can with hers, a sound Ginx immediately tried to repeat by tapping at various places on his own can. But when he couldn’t find the right sound he actually gave up and turned around to clink with Dana and then with Jacob. My brother looked Jacob straight in the eye, leaned back, and took a long, greedy swallow. Dana and I watched Ginx; then we drank too.


“Well, now,” Sweety-Boy mocked, “don’t beat us to it.” Ginx pulled the can from his mouth with a clocking sound, his eyes not leaving Jacob’s face. His breath drew in and out, laden with the sweet smell of liquor and soda: a man’s breath.


“You’re a lot nicer than I thought you might be,” Ginx confessed to Jacob. He burped. “A lot.”


Jacob brought his own can down, his smile so seemingly uninterrupted by any thought that I could not help but feel a bit lighter, a little more free. “Thank you, sir,” Jacob said with another generous clink of his can. They both drank again.


“Just stings a little going down,” Dana observed, not bothering to cover her mouth when she coughed. It did sting, and I didn’t much like the taste, but I swigged again because my bones were loosening, and it seemed the world below might begin to float to the surface if I kept it up. The house on water. It would feel good, I thought, not to have a house weighing me down.


“About time the three of you grew up,” Sweety-Boy said, winking at me. She finished her Pepsi first, then we were all done and on to seconds, except Dana, who was giggling just after her first.


“Jacob,” she said. He turned toward her, but she had not yet formulated a question. “You like work?” she asked a few seconds too late. The boy just smiled. I took a long swallow from my second can.


Dana started on a second Pepsi and Bacardi and began her confession. “I saw you before, Jacob. I mean, before we met just now. Myra and me spied on you; her brother’s Eric.” Her eyes were mooning over Jacob’s face.


“Yeah?” he asked. “That’s all right. Eric’s a good man. It’s all right.” The boy nodded at my sister. I believed him: Things were all right. Dana would be all right; we’d all be all right if he had any say in the matter. Jacob’s eyes wandered back to my bruises. Dana rubbed freely at her chest.


“I wish you were our friends,” Ginx observed. “Things have been really good today. It’s fun.” He took another swig, and I imagined we lived a whole other life, one in which the three of us had friends in common and went to parties.


“Well,” Sweety-Boy began, gripping her Pepsi can hard enough that it dented, “things should be good. God made them to be that way. Things were meant to be good.” I stood squarely on both feet and wiped at my sweaty face.


“I don’t believe in God,” I said.


“Sure we can be friends,” Jacob said. “What’s all the fuss?”


“All things in time,” Ginx answered. “We must work toward friendships.” I recognized this last sentence as belonging to Mr. McIntyre, our school guidance counselor, whom Ginx visited once a week. My brother was crumpling borrowed lines together like someone balling up the nearest newspaper pages in order to stuff a hole.


Dana’s mascara was smeared. I looked from her to Ginx, Sweety-Boy, and Jacob. We were children. We were just five children in a garden patch on a warm July afternoon. The Luccas were now floating. There was lightness within me. Perhaps we were safe. I looked at Sweety-Boy again and saw that she was staring at me. Her dress by now was hanging farther off her shoulders, so a light-green halter top was peeking through. Her black hair stuck to her cheeks and neck. “Time you grew up,” she whispered. I stumbled sideways as the floodwaters suddenly rose, rushing the Luccas so far down the river I could no longer see them.


“Ginx, there’s a flood,” I tried to warn him. But he didn’t hear me, or perhaps chose not to.


“Man,” Jacob swore to my brother, “I can’t believe this is your first time drinking hard liquor.” Ginx’s rhythmic drinking had matched Jacob’s, draft for draft. I looked around the Patch, which was unclear in dimension but smelled much sweeter than I’d remembered upon first entering. The waters rushed on below. I grabbed at a vine of kudzu to steady myself.


Ginx nodded when his swallow was done. “All considered,” he said, “this is my first time drinking any alcohol ever.” He traced the rim of his can. “I tend to keep clear of bad things.” Tend. A rivulet of sweat fell from Ginx’s temple to his nose, over his mouth, and then on down his neck to where it was absorbed by the collar of the white shirt he was wearing. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand and then drew my forearm across my cheek.


“May I offer you a handkerchief, ma’am?” Jacob asked, pulling a sturdy blue cloth from his back pocket. “Don’t worry, it’s clean.”


“I wouldn’t care if it was clean or not!” Dana blurted out.


“Well, now, that’s love talking,” Sweety-Boy said.


Jacob handed me the cloth, his entire face absorbed in a smile. I dabbed it against my forehead, and Dana asked Jacob if she could borrow one too.


“Well, now, let me go get one for each of you,” Jacob said. “I got plenty. Be right back.” Jacob left the Patch to get the cloths; as soon as the door shut behind him, Dana grabbed the jam jar. She lapped at the disgusting stuff with her tongue.


“You like my jam, not like your sister!” Sweety-Boy exclaimed, arms outstretched as if in preparation to receive the largest of blessings. “Isn’t it just good?” she called up to the single raw light bulb.


“Yes,” Ginx agreed, “yes, it is good.” He had no idea that the Luccas were drowning, which struck me as simultaneously awful and hilarious. I hacked out a laugh. Sweety-Boy hit my back. “You don’t go back to Asheville, then,” Ginx said. “Your momma still lives there, though?”


“Iris Orange?” It must have been over 100 degrees in there, but Sweety-Boy was not sweating. “Yeah, she still lives there. I don’t go back because we had a fight. She did me wrong. I’m not saying it’s her fault, but what happened happened, and I don’t forgive easy.”


Ginx nodded. I wiped at my neck and forehead with Jacob’s cloth. No one talked to Ginx the way this girl was talking. My brother stood there, his arms and legs too long for his torso, his handsome face moving against the tide of sounds that, in a perfect world, would have replaced all chatter. We might have been celebrating some romantic union, an elopement with Sweety-Boy as the bride.


“Here he is, the birthday boy!” the girl announced again as Jacob came through the door with four different colored cloths the size and shape of the one he’d given me.


“Here we are.” Jacob handed Dana and Ginx cloths and then wiped his forehead with a red one. Ginx held his between two fingers and blew away all the germs. He then proceeded to stick it under his shirt and mop up the sweat on his chest.


“Oh,” Dana exclaimed, dropping the jam jar onto the table. “Oh, I’ve never drunk hard liquor! This is the first time, just my first time ever,” she told Jacob.


“Baptism by fire,” Jacob said, a sentence that Ginx ingested, mouthing it over soundlessly to himself before again bringing his Pepsi can to his lips. That was when I noticed his other hand, rubbing up and down on his thigh and then in front in a continual search for his pants pocket. Ginx seemed to have lost all notion of where a pants pocket might be. I took another long, hard, burning swallow.


Sweety-Boy’s veiled headpiece was on the ground. She stood close to me. “Unzip my dress the rest of the way, Morgan-Lee.” With one deep breath, I took in the smell of decay, kudzu, and honeysuckle. “Go on, you can see I got clothes on underneath.”


“My daddy used to beat me too, when I was little, Morgan-Lee,” I heard Jacob confess behind me, low and determined, as if he’d been waiting for the right time to reveal this information. I immediately understood his mistake about my bruises.


I straightened a little. “Oh, my!” Dana exclaimed, taking a wobbly step toward him. “How awful.” But he wasn’t speaking to her, and I felt his stare remain on me. I blushed as I put my hand under Sweety-Boy’s long black hair in search of the zipper. Her hair was damp and thick as compost. Ginx banged his Pepsi can down on the table.


“Not my daddy,” I tried to tell Jacob, but the words scrambled into one. “Marketpaddy.”

“Marketpaddy,” Ginx repeated. I concentrated on finding Sweety-Boy’s zipper and then tried pulling it down quickly, the way Aunt Lois had taught us to rip a Band-Aid from a sore, but my fingers were trembling, and the zipper stuck somewhere in the middle.


“If you get beaten, you gotta leave,” Jacob was saying, speaking as if addressing an audience of boys and girls. We are just five children, I was repeating to myself, on an afternoon in July.

“Aw,” Dana said to Jacob, “don’t think about all that sadness now. You got away, and you’re here. With me.” She paused, pushed out her right hip, and said sweetly, “Now, I hear you lifted a tractor off a man. It must have weighed like thousands of pounds.”


“Marketpaddy,” Ginx repeated. “Toolcaddy. Rolandnaddy.”

But Jacob was not taken in. “It didn’t weigh thousands,” he said, “but, yeah, I saved a guy a while back.” He spoke firmly, letting us know that he was capable and willing to do it again if necessary. He mashed his left eyebrow with his thumb pad, and this time a rivulet of sweat ran down the side of his face. Jacob’s cloth looked insufficient for the job of keeping him dry.


“My brother takes care of people. That’s how he is. Can’t help it,” Sweety-Boy chimed in, then finished her Pepsi with a long swig. “Just his nature.”


“Oh, we know, we know!” Dana exclaimed, tumbling back into the conversation. I was dizzy and stared at Jacob to steady myself. Sweety-Boy handed me her Pepsi and jerked at her zipper. When she finally unzipped the dress, she let it fall, then emerged in the opposite way of a butterfly—discarding her rare cocoon to reveal less interesting possibilities. I studied Jacob’s arms and neck and understood why my sister would want to be close to this boy. But there was still so much she didn’t know and needed to learn about love. Dana sighed and leaned too far forward, saving herself from falling by taking another step toward Jacob. There was no Momma Lucca watching, ready to help me, no B.J. spitting and swearing and loving his sister, no Sister howling naked over a field. They were gone. I was light and giddy and surprised to catch myself caring so deeply about the fact that Jacob had large arms and a great thick neck just like Amos’s. Ginx was drinking and speaking to himself: Generous. Billous. Toffee. Billy would most certainly be jealous of Jacob.


“Don’t dirty that dress,” Dana warned loudly, clutching the jam jar.


“Dana, don’t shout,” I told her, but she just dolloped more jam onto her tongue, sucking her finger clean between each wail.


“Marriage is sacred,” she spat at Sweety-Boy. We all looked down at the dress lying in a puff at our feet, like a cloud shot down from the sky.


“Dana”—Ginx tried to comfort her—“a dress is a dress.”


“Oh, God, how true that is!” I exclaimed, woozing in and out of dizziness, wishing my sister were happier and wondering how the man must have felt as Jacob lifted the tractor off him.


“You going to dirty it,” Dana warned. “And red clay don’t wash off,” she insisted, her slur thick as syrup, her finger plunging again into the bright red jam. Sweety-Boy shook her head and clucked her tongue.


“You’re not feeling too good, are you, girl?” Jacob touched my sister’s elbow and Dana immediately dropped the jar and her Pepsi can. She forgot all about her sausage fingers, which she spread over her eyes in a useless attempt to hide her tears as she broke into sobs that had been retained far too long.


“Dana,” I began. But she had come to this Patch as if to a stopping place, and a large kind boy was standing there, as though he’d been waiting for her all along. Dana’s sobs sprang and receded, sprang and receded. She needed a piece of advice, a line to hold on to but all that I could hear in my head was Marketpaddy, marketpaddy. My brother hummed viscously, but I wasn’t sure to what. I rubbed the front of my pants. Up, down. Up.


“It’s a tired old dress, worn all wrong,” Sweety-Boy sang. For no reason, joy sprouted down in me; a kernel of joy cracked open, and the girl seemed to know it. She was watching me as she sang, and I was trying to pick that kernel out from all the scrappy mud and river water, squeeze it between two fingers, and force it to grow faster.


“Oh, God,” Dana said, “I just can’t take it anymore.” She collapsed, falling straight into Jacob’s arms.


“Aw, now,” he said, finally surprised, catching her and holding her straight again. That’s when she did it. She declared in shrieks, “I love you, I love you, I love you!”


“God almighty!” Ginx swore, a phrase I’d never heard him use.


“Help that girl out of her misery,” Sweety-Boy said, laughing. “Sweet Jesus, look at that! If she were a horse, they’d shoot her.” Jacob’s face filled with hardship and concern.


“Shut up!” I told the girl, then turned to my brother. “Ginx,” I cried. Despite all the intimacy, he hadn’t covered his ears. “Help us!” My brother looked away, so I repeated myself. “Help us.” He folded his arms against his chest, forcing them to stay still; his hands were in fists, and he turned to Sweety-Boy.


“You have a wagon,” Ginx accused. She nodded, flipping up a nickel-sized lighter and fishing a slim cigarette from under her halter top.


“Jacob, tell me you love me,” Dana begged, her fingers now kneading his chest. “I can’t take it anymore!”


“Come on, Dana,” Jacob soothed, trying to keep her at arm’s length. “You know you’re too good for me.” I thought of the saved man examining his crushed limbs. I pressed hard against one of my faded bruises. It hurt. I was angry with my sister for allowing herself to fall, but maybe even angrier that someone had been there to catch her. “I only like the simple kinds of girls,” Jacob was trying to explain, as Dana searched his eyes, obviously misunderstanding every word, “the kind who don’t expect much, not the ones all pretty and sweet like you, who could have anybody.” At that, Dana’s shoulders reared backward, snapping her head away from his chest for a second and then heaving forward, mouth open, spewing orange-flecked, raspberry-red vomit all over the large boy. She woozed sideways, smiling, as if this had been the real gift. Then she collapsed again into his arms, smack into her own mess. The boy’s big jaw clamped shut, but that was the only reaction he allowed himself.


“God almighty!” I screamed. “Didn’t Aunt Lois teach you anything?” I didn’t even know what I was asking.


“Just the rum talking back now,” Sweety-Boy assured us, blowing out a long, cool stream of smoke. “She’ll be okay.”


My brother stood straight. “Get the wagon now,” he ordered, a powerful sergeant, his face white and clenched.


“Sir?” Sweety-Boy asked. Her upper lip curled from the rancid smell of vomit, exposing just the tips of her good teeth. “Smells worse than fried fatback in here.”


“Dana, stand straight, for God’s sake,” I ordered. I wanted to yell that I had a whole separate world to monitor buried under years upon years of stillness that, long ago, would have wrecked a weaker heart, but no one saw me standing there throwing up and falling down, sputtering stupidly over the load I carried. I’d never ask anyone to catch me.

You were such a quiet baby, our father had always said of me. Once again, without even bothering to turn, Dana spit up. The mess blotched Jacob’s left arm, splattering down to his hand.


Again, Jacob’s jaw clenched and released. “You gonna be okay, baby,” he assured, managing to hold my sister tighter against his vomit-filled chest and using his cloth to wipe her face clean. “It’s better when you chuck it up.”


“Get the wagon now,” Ginx ordered again, unable to keep his arms folded. His hands began rubbing, his fingers tugging on each other. Jeckinz. Tiddlywink. Cribbing.

“Aw,” Sweety-Boy said, winking at her brother, “she just needs a little tender care; that’s all. No different than any of us.”


“A little hugging goes a long way,” I quoted, from one of Aunt Lois’s books on relationships.


More agile without her dress, Sweety-Boy slipped past Dana and Jacob to open the Patch door.


“We’d better get back,” I called after her. “We gotta go now before our momma catches us.”


“Catches us,” Sweety-Boy repeated, slipping out the door, letting it spring closed behind her, and chuckling to herself over whatever implications were multiplying in her head. “Catches us,” I heard her say again, outside.


“Let’s get out of here, Ginx,” I begged. There was nothing below but river. Nothing but river. The Luccas were nowhere to be found.


Ginx looked at me and nodded. “We need to go.”


Jacob seemed about to speak, but I was waiting for my brother. “You gotta take care of her, please, Ginx,” I pleaded.


Ginx pursed his lips. “It’s all right,” he said, slipping a finger back and forth across his upper lip. “I will help us.”


Sweety-Boy propped open the Patch door with the handle of her red wagon. While Jacob scooped Dana into his arms and gently laid her in it, Sweety-Boy said, “Listen, Morgan-Lee, you got what it takes. I want you to work with me.” She slipped a piece of paper into my pants pocket. “That there is my phone number.”


“I don’t need work,” I told the girl.


“Meet me on the corner of Margaret Lane and King Street on Sunday at three. Call if you need to.”


“I don’t need work,” I repeated, but she didn’t care. I almost told her about my letter business. “Really,” I told Sweety-Boy, “what I need is a vacation.”


Minutes later, I was trotting as straight as possible after Ginx, who continued in a committed narrow march back down Margaret Lane. Dusk was warm and gray, and Dana was sitting in the wagon clutching her ankles, her face burrowed between her knees. Ginx kept his eyes fixed on the road ahead, as if any deviation risked running us straight to ruin. He held one arm behind him as he pulled Sweety-Boy’s jam wagon, loaded down with Dana, away from Dead Man’s Field. We left the Patch, the jams, Jacob’s arms, the ruined wedding dress. Dragging Dana behind, we hustled away from the only party Ginx and I had ever attended in all our teenage years. As we passed Charley Morgan’s house, my brother matched his hum to the rattling wagon wheels. We turned into the cul de sac and made it back home much faster than it had taken us to get to Sweety-Boy’s. Tone. Small. Collar.

“I gotta make sure Momma and Daddy don’t find out,” I muttered, when we reached the front door of our house.


“Oh,” Dana slurred from the wagon, “naw, don’ let them in on it.”


Ginx looked at me, his jaw still clenched. He was breathing through his nose. “We’re here,” he stated to Dana and me. I slid an arm around Dana and lifted her out of the wagon, then held her against me. She wiped the whole back of her hand across her face. She didn’t ask to go to our aunt’s house. Aunt Lois, of course, would know in a second that we were drunk, and Uncle Pete would have taken down Dana’s pants, leaned her over his knee, and belted her—no question about it. So we’d have to shelter Dana; we’d have to get Momma to call Aunt Lois and tell her Dana would be sleeping in her old bed that night. “Be sure you tell Momma we’re tired,” my sister sputtered, her face wet and rancid. “Did I throw up on him?” she asked, then went on. “Tell Momma we’re too tired for anything. We can’t take it anymore!” I was dragging her, my arm tucked under hers, helping her walk foot after foot. “Did I spit up on him?” she asked again.


When I didn’t answer, Ginx dropped the wagon handle and meshed his fingers together. “No, Dana,” he almost shouted. It was the first time he’d ever told a straight-out lie. I looked at him over Dana’s shoulder, and he knitted his eyebrows and started to rock a little from side to side, but he managed to say it, this time in a complete sentence, the kind our mother spoke for Valeria. “No, Dana, you did not spit up on him.” I nodded.


“Thank God. Oh, God,” Dana breathed. “I thought maybe I’d upchucked all over him. Mon amour.”


Despite what I’d said, none of us took any precautions to make sure that our parents weren’t around or wouldn’t see us. Ginx opened the front door; I wrapped both arms around Dana and limped forward as she leaned her head on my shoulder.


Our mother was sitting on the couch. “Oh, children,” she exclaimed upon our entrance. She was preparing a lesson. “Oh, you’re back from your party,” she said.


“Yes, ma’am,” Ginx answered, scrambling through the door behind us.


“We’re not chillren,” Dana slurred in protest, so our mother looked at her, saw that my arm was around her, and realized something must be wrong.


“Is Dana sick?” our mother asked Ginx as she stood to face us.


“Yes,” I said. The smell was overwhelming, and Dana looked awful but managed to stand straight.


My sister was gearing up. “Aren’t you tired or something? You should be in bed, on up in bed, now, shouldn’t you?” Dana shouted.


“You are sick,” our mother said. “Come here, Dana.”


“Are you so tired you might as well just die?” my sister wondered, letting out a small, cruel laugh. Our mother was wearing a dark blue sundress, and her hair was back in a silver barrette. She was barefoot and crossed one ankle over the other, her hands on her hips, like a girl examining the front counter for exactly the right kind of candy.


“Come here, Dana,” she said again.


“No,” Ginx advised our mother, shaking his head as she examined my sister. “No,” he said. But our mother did not heed his warning. Dana was regaining her balance, so I let my arm slip away. She was bending forward a little too much but managed to stand on her own, nonetheless.


“Oh,” our mother said, looking at Dana’s spoiled shirt, then down to her shoes. “Dana. Where did you get alcohol?” She looked at all of us. “Where did you kids get alcohol?” She pronounced the word the way the policeman had when he’d come to talk to our class about how teenagers get in trouble with the law. She took out the barrette and shook her hair loose.


Ginx considered the question. “There was alcohol at the party,” he answered. Our mother’s reading light shone behind her, all that dark hair so thick that her face looked no bigger than a thumbnail or one of those grains of rice that Aunt Lois would buy at the State Fair, the kind artists painted with a person’s name or an entire miniature landscape. People would pay good money for the depiction of such an intricate tiny face. She moved closer. Dana’s head lolled sideways onto my shoulder, her eyes closed briefly. Ginx and I were still, letting the evening waft in through our big window to encircle the light.


Our mother addressed my sister in a whisper. “You don’t live here anymore.” Her meaning was perfectly clear. “You chose to live with Lois.” Ginx began to hum. I thought of morning, the coming of a raw orange sun, the squawk of birds swooping down as if to catch and carry the light, unburdening the world of the weight of its new day. Perhaps there were people somewhere who woke up not thinking of everything from the previous day that had been left undone.


Our mother’s gaze remained fixed on Dana, a reminder that for us there would not be any swooping or squawking; there was no unburdening. “You should go to Lois’s and have her clean you up,” our mother said. A strand of hair slipped close to her mouth, so she tucked it behind her ear. “I raised you,” she insisted, “and you throw me away like old trash. You don’t want to be in this family, so get out.”


“Want,” Ginx repeated.


Our mother bit her lip and looked at him. She was breathing hard through her nostrils. “Listen up,” she told us. “Do you-all know that your father is planning a family therapy appointment with Dr. Sampson? Do you-all know he’s intent upon that?” she asked.


“Please stop. We’re drunk,” I cried, bold and awkward as daylight. But she looked back at Dana. My sister gasped, stinking and startled.


“Dr. Sampson. Sampson,” Ginx said, laughing now. “Likeable and lickable as a lollipop.”


Our mother lowered her voice and spoke to my sister. “You left me. I’m not the best mother, but I loved you, and you left me.” Her words floated into the room and paused in order to launch their meaning, which twirled through the air like a dangerous unmanned weapon. “Be careful about wanting something too much,” I’d instructed my sister once, “or you just might get it.” Dana grabbed my hand, but I could not return her grasp. There were some things she needed to learn on her own.


“That’s not true!” my sister shouted, in general protest. Ginx looked at our mother, and then he looked at Dana. We are children, I pleaded within myself. The word echoed over the floodwaters below: children. Ginx pressed his lips in utter effort; then he stepped forward. I let go of my sister as Ginx clumsily encircled her in his arms and pulled her to his chest, copying Jacob as best he could. “Stop it,” he pleaded with our mother. The room hushed as our mother and I watched. Dana hadn’t even had time to move.


“Oh, my,” our mother wheezed. We had never seen Ginx hug before.


“Oh,” Dana exclaimed, stiffening but not pushing him away.


“You’ve been cruel, Momma,” Ginx spoke near Dana’s ear. I was proud.


“Cruel,” I repeated, the sound soft and cool as the petals of my bruises.


“Oh,” our mother pleaded. “You don’t know. You can’t know what it is like to be a mother.” She touched her forehead, then her neck. “Please, Dana,” she said. “Sleep here in your old bed tonight.” Ginx released Dana and stepped back, not even allowing himself the ritual of blowing his hands and arms clean of her germs.


“Mmmm,” was all Dana could reply; tears had done away with her makeup, and her clothes were ruined. “Oh, my God.”


“Let’s go upstairs,” Ginx suggested. The three of us turned. The perfect triad, the lovely lot.


Our mother followed us to the base of the stairs. “It is not and has never been the case that I don’t love you,” she called after us, as we climbed. “All of you,” she added more enthusiastically, as if addressing an entire marching army. “Your father will be home shortly, but you’re tired. Go on to bed. To bed!” she ordered, continuing to speak even as we reached the top of the stairs. “He is meeting with the school administration about next fall. Plans for the fall.” She coughed. “Maybe we need therapy. Maybe your father is right and we’ll go and try to figure things out in public.”


“We are going to our rooms now,” I called down.


“Yes, go on to bed,” she commanded.


I ushered Dana into her bedroom; then I went to the bathroom and wet a towel. I helped her get her clothes off and wiped away what I could of the vomit and then helped her change into pajamas. “As you make your bed, so you shall lie,” was the last lesson I whispered to my sister that evening. “Good night, Dana,” I told her more quietly, because she looked as though she was already asleep.


But as I headed out the door, she said, “Come back, Morgan-Lee, I want to tell you something.” She reached out, but then let her hand drop as she looked at the ceiling. With her other hand, she smoothed back her hair. She was starting to cry, so I concentrated on her earlobe and tried to be as gentle as possible.


“Let’s talk tomorrow,” I suggested, looking out the window. I could see part of the side of Old Mrs. Dean’s house and thought of Billy. I wondered what he was doing, what it was like not having a brother or a sister and having to learn everything alone. Billy had told me that after his father’s death he would still talk to his father, talk out loud. But once his mother had heard him, and it made her cry so hard that he swore to himself he’d never to do it again, even if he was sure no one was around. One day, I’d seen him by the river all alone talking, and I had thought he was talking to his father. But he had been talking to me. To me!


Dana said something. I could have reached down and helped her brush the hair from her forehead, but I didn’t. “What?” I asked, locking my hands together instead.


“I’ve never kissed anyone,” she told me. “And I’m almost thirteen. Myra’s already kissed two boys.” She pulled her white sheet all the way up to her chin, even though it was so hot in her room that my armpits were sweating. “No offense, Morgan-Lee,” she said, looking at me, “but I don’t want to end up like you.”


“No offense taken,” I said, quickly adding, “You’re not like me at all. No danger of that.”


“Really,” she told me, “no offense.” She turned to look at me. “I mean, to tell you the truth, I don’t care if I kiss Jacob Little or someone else for the first time. I’d just like it to be someone big and strong like him. And he’s kind, too. I want to kiss a boy like that, but it doesn’t really have to be him.”


“Anyway,” I continued, aggravated, “how do you know I haven’t kissed anyone? Just exactly how do you know that, Dana?”


My sister blinked twice, and I realized that she really wasn’t meaning to offend me. “Who would kiss you?” she asked. The question was quiet and sincere, and the sound of the word kiss immediately sliced through the long grass in the empty field below, stopped to sun itself on a rock, twitched once, then once again, and eventually slithered off toward some other place. Sister was definitely gone. Otherwise, she would have bitten the head off this word. But there it went, wriggling through me, and it hurt.


“Whatever.” I shrugged again.


“I mean,” Dana said, “you could almost be pretty if you just cleaned yourself up and paid a little more attention.” She scratched at her neck beneath the sheet. “I mean, just try a little harder,” she said, more as a plea. “Myra says she’s never seen anyone who tries so little.” Dana breathed out, her eyes still on me. “I told Myra to shut up. I told her you could kiss someone if you wanted to. And you know what she said?” Now Dana propped her head up so she could turn toward me. “I wasn’t gonna tell you this, but since we’re on the subject now I’m gonna tell you, even though I wasn’t gonna.”


I took a step back, sure that what she was about to say required its own breathing space.


“Myra said the only boy who would ever kiss you would have to be a little desperate. She said it doesn’t help that you smell, which isn’t true most of the time, Morgan-Lee. It’s just when she was over here last time you did maybe smell a little.” Dana looked down for a second, but then her face lit up. “But I told her to shut up anyway. I told her none of it was true, that she was just jealous. And she said, ‘Jealous of what? That I don’t have a crazy brother and a smelly sister? By the time you get to high school no one’s gonna want to be your friend.’” Dana took in a breath and let it out—the thought had obviously been worrying her for some time. “Then,” she began again, but it was more of a whisper, “Myra said you didn’t like boys, that kids in your class say you’d rather kiss a girl.” I was still. I did not move. “Anyway, that’s what Myra said.” Dana stopped there and rolled back onto her pillow, as though she had carried this news too long and now that it was delivered, she could finally rest.


I waited a few seconds. “Doesn’t matter to me what Myra says,” I told Dana, who screwed her mouth to the right.


“Can I just tell her you’ve kissed a boy?” my sister asked. “We can make up the name, but can I just tell her? Thing is, she’ll ask you for confirmation, so we have to agree on the name.”


“Tell her what you want,” I said. “What Myra thinks doesn’t matter.” But if it really hadn’t mattered, I would have forced myself to bend down next to Dana and touch her and whisper that everything would be okay, that it was time to sleep. Instead, I just turned and left.


“Let me just say that you kissed Billy,” Dana called after me. “That’s at least believable.” Without saying good night, I went out of her room, pulling the door shut a little harder than necessary, not caring if it sounded like a slam.


When I was safely in my bedroom, I took out my journal. It was just past seven o’clock. The river within me had subsided, leaving in its wake a residue of junk. I proceeded to scan the banks below to assess what the floods had left and what they had taken. The field was there, but at its edge lay slimy milk cartons and tiny bird bones, plastic chair sets, and individual, yellowed animal teeth. There was no trace of the Luccas. The place had been completely transformed by destruction. They were not coming back. I lay there, bathed in a mixture of fright and comfort.


Outside my window, billions and billions of microscopic hands quietly descended, each slipping to cup a particle of light, displaying it on the palm only a few seconds and then closing to fists, one by one, gently shutting the dusk away into darkness.

