
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




The Marriage Bed

 


Five Stories and

Two Novella Excerpts

 


By Elaine Ford

Published by Wordrunner eChapbooks

(an imprint of Wordrunner Press)

 


Copyright 2015 Elaine Ford

 


Cover photo by Carmen Silva






Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 



 Contents

A Sense of Morality

Wasps in a Bottle

Rita Lafferty’s Lucky Summer

Birthing 

Ship Street

Nerve-Wrackin Christmas

Original Brasses, Fine Patina

About Elaine Ford

About Wordrunner eChapbooks

 



 


A Sense of Morality

 In November of 1969,
the month 250,000 anti-Vietnam War demonstrators marched on
Washington, Miles and I departed that city for good and moved into
a beach cottage in a blue-collar town south of Boston.
Mortgage-poor, unable to sell our Cleveland Park house for what it
was worth, we were, to put it bluntly, broke. But for me the
cottage was more than a cheap winter rental. I was desperate to get
away from tear gas and slogan-shouting and head-bashing. The
deserted seaside represented my private escape from the war.

The first Saturday after the move, old
friends from graduate school days drove down from Newton to inspect
our uncharacteristically eccentric digs. We ate mussels for dinner
and drank a great deal of jug wine, which Miles inevitably referred
to as “plonk,” an expression he’d picked up in London the year he
researched the Anti-Corn Law League. From behind an expanse of
plate glass we looked out at the dark Atlantic. “You’ve done a Good
Thing,” Ned Warner pronounced euphorically, as we contemplated the
languorous progression of an oil tanker heading north, glittering
like a parcel of urban property that had somehow become detached
from the mainland. With a gratified smile Miles tipped more plonk
into Ned’s glass.

Around midnight the Warners left for home and
Miles and I went upstairs to bed. An hour or so later I was
awakened by a pair of indistinct shapes bumping softly into
cartons, groping in piles of as yet unstowed possessions.

“Miles,” I said, nudging him, “there are
people in the bedroom.”

“It’s only the Warners,” he muttered, from
the depths of his wine-befogged sleep.

“It can’t be the Warners,” I said. “The
Warners have gone back to Newton.”

Cutting the argument off right there, one of
the shapes grabbed some part of Miles’s body and yanked him out of
bed. “Just give us the big bills,” he said, putting to Miles’s
throat what we later learned was our own boning knife. “You can
keep the change.”

Breathlessly I began to explain that we
didn’t have any big bills; the Federal Home Loan Bank had it
all. You can’t get blood out of a turnip, I said. At the same time
Miles was chattering he didn’t know where his wallet might be but
he’d do his best to find it and please for the love of God don’t
kill him. I could tell from the wild croak in his voice that Miles
was taking this turn of events harder that I. However, I didn’t
have a boning knife nicking into my throat.

Thug Number One frog-marched Miles downstairs
in search of the wallet and I was left with Thug Number Two, who so
far hadn’t said anything. “Miles never knows where his wallet is,”
I confided, hoping to abort any suspicions that we were holding out
on them. “Or his keys. That’s one of the things about Miles.”

We could hear, downstairs, swear words out of
Thug Number One as they stumbled around in the dark, and out of
Miles a sort of unhinged keening. I found my husband’s lack of guts
embarrassing. I jumped out of bed and switched on the light.

“Hey!” Thug Number Two said, startled. But I
began to hunt for the wallet among heaps of underwear, and he
didn’t try to stop me. He was a slight man, twenty at most, with
dull hair and a complexion that looked like it had been conditioned
with a cheese grater. He held my bread knife, the serrated kind,
and on his hands were two of my oven mitts. “So we don’t leave
fingerprints,” he explained, with a wave of one mitt.

“Good thinking.”

“My cousin thought it up,” he said modestly.
“We cut your phone wires, too.”

“The phone hasn’t been hooked up yet.”

“Oh.”

An outraged shout came from below. “The
wallet’s got six fucking bucks in it!”

I shrugged: I’d told them so.

After a moment’s thought Thug Number Two
asked, “You got any gold?”

“Only my wedding ring,” I said
untruthfully.

He stared, rather puzzled, at a tangle of
necklaces on my dresser: strung apple seeds, African clay beads. It
was becoming clear that nothing about us was what he and his cousin
had expected. “Oh no,” he said. “I wouldn’t take your
wedding ring.”

In the next few days Miles’s salt-stained
wallet and three oven mitts washed up on the beach. The fourth must
have gone out to sea. Weeks later, early on a Sunday morning, the
police invited me down to the station to look at mug shots. “No,” I
told the captain finally, “none of them is the man I saw.”

“Right,” he said. “Now we’re going to show
you a bozo we picked up last night on another break-in.”

For sure he wasn’t the kindly acned thug
who’d scrupled to take my wedding ring. This man had a day’s growth
of coarse black beard, and although he was subdued—there in the
captain’s office, handcuffed—I saw nothing modest in him. “Say
something to the lady,” the captain prodded, and the man spoke a
word or two in a mumble.

I thought he might be Thug Number One, the
man I’d heard but not seen. But I couldn’t be sure. “Do you have a
cousin?” I asked. “A person with problem skin?”

“Nah,” he said, and so far as I know, the
police didn’t pursue the matter.

But I saw Thug Number Two once more. It was
in the produce department of a Dorchester supermarket; he wore a
stained bib apron and was taking acorn squash out of a crate. In
the intervening years his complexion had not improved. He flushed,
recognizing me, and I began to shake. I could have had him arrested
on the spot, I suppose, but instead I wheeled my cart on by. Out of
a sense of honor, or morality, he’d spared me my wedding ring.
Since then, I myself had cast it aside.

 


 


 


 



 Wasps in a
Bottle

Excerpted from the
novel Monkey Bay

 


 


Tucker looks out the window at Hannah’s
little yellow Pinto parked by the alder thicket. The alders have
catkins, like punctuation marks. She’s sitting at the table,
working on the thick gray sleeve, her needles clacking one against
the other.

“Let’s get in the car and go,” he says
suddenly.

She looks up, the stitch halfway between the
needles. “Go where?”

“Boston. Anywhere.”

She slips the stitch onto the needle and
lays the knitting on the dull metal tabletop. “What are you saying,
Tucker?”

“Not for a lark. For good.”

She’s tugging at a hank of her hair.
Outside, herring gulls are yowling and squawking, but you can’t see
them, because everything beyond the alder thicket is obscured by
fog.

“What about my mother?”

“It’s insane, the way things are. Three
wasps in a bottle.”

“She doesn’t know about us, I’m sure she
doesn’t.”

Smoking a cigarette, he leans against the
cold iron woodstove. He hasn’t bothered to light it because it’s
fifty degrees out.

“What makes you so sure?” he says. “You
don’t understand one thing about Marilla.”

“And who’s to blame for that? It wasn’t me
left her.”

Ash drops onto the plywood floor. “We’d
better not start talking about blame, Hannah.”

“We could stop,” she says after a while.

“That’s what I told you we couldn’t do.
Remember, Hannah?”

“I don’t understand why.”

“Because you like it too much,” he says,
coughing.

“And so do you.”

The filter sticks to his lip, and when he
takes the butt out of his mouth to toss it into the stove he finds
he’s torn the skin. He tastes blood on his tongue. “We have to get
out of here,” he says. “Now. Today.”

“Shouldn’t we think it over?”

“Put your coat on and get in the car. I’ll
be there in a minute.”

“We have to leave her a note, at least.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Tucker—”

“I said I’d take care of it.”

She abandons the knitting and walks to the
mud room, unsteadily, as though she’d been awakened in the night by
an emergency phone call. He opens the cellar door and hurries down
the plank steps. Into a plastic shopping bag he packs six Mason
jars full of weed, all he has left from last year’s crop. He
extracts a roll of bills from their hiding place in a clay sewer
pipe and stuffs the money into the rear pocket of his jeans.

When he shuts the door behind him he sees
her sitting in the car, her uncombed hair on the collar of her
schoolgirl coat, and he feels a wild sense of relief, like a cork
bursting out of a popgun. He runs to the car, the plastic bag
cradled against his pea coat.

“It won’t start,” she says dully, as he
opens the door on the passenger side.

“What?”

“The battery’s dead.”

“Shit,” he says. “The jumpers are in the
truck.”

“We’ll have to wait until she comes
back.”

“Are you nuts? Turn the ignition on and put
her in second. I’ll push from behind, and when she gets going good
down the drive, pop the clutch. Get it?” He drops the bag on the
seat, hearing the jars clink into one another, and slams the
door.

Damn the mud, anyway. The car’s a tinny
enough little heap, but it takes nearly all his strength to shove
it out of the bog it’s parked in and onto the driveway. Stones in
the driveway have been scooped up by the snowplow and are lying
exposed in the muck and gravel. No problem for the pickup, it sails
right over them, but they scrape the underbelly of the Pinto as he
shoulders it inch by inch through what seems like wet tar. He can
feel the wad of bills pressing against his butt. He pauses for
breath, and Hannah winds down her window.

“We’re never going to make it,” she
says.

“Yes we are. Easy as pie, once we get her on
the downward slope.”

“It’s too muddy to go fast enough.”

“She’ll go, take my word for it.”

“You’ll have a heart attack.”

“Shut up and steer!” he yells, leaning his
shoulder against the car frame. The metal’s so thin he can almost
feel it buckle.

The driveway rises gently as it moves away
from the swampy spot near the alders—it seems like goddamn Mount
Katahdin—but he knows there’s a sudden drop near the telephone pole
about twenty yards ahead, and after that it’s downhill almost the
whole way to Monkey Bay Road.

Moisture begins to trickle down the back of
his neck. His sock’s working down into his boot and the leather’s
rubbing up a blister, probably going to end up with blood
poisoning, but he doesn’t want to stop and lose momentum. Overhead,
somewhere in the fog, gulls are screeching.

When at last he reaches the top of the rise
he takes a deep breath and gives the Pinto a tremendous running
shove. He sees Hannah’s head wobble as the car hits a rock and
veers off it, and then the car’s moving fast enough so he doesn’t
have to push anymore.

He stands there, gripping the stitch in his
side, watching the car wind down a curve and disappear into the
fog. Pray to God she doesn’t stall it waiting for him at the
bottom, he thinks, and then he hears a hollow thunk and knows
they’re not even going to make it that far.
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Lafferty’s Lucky Summer

The summer I was sixteen I had my first real
job, selling pastries in Jojo’s Bakery on Broadway, near Sullivan
Square. Over the machine that dispensed tickets was a hand-lettered
sign: Take a Number. Like my Aunt Grace saying, “Take a
card, take a card,” when she was going to do a trick or tell my
fortune. Maybe the ticket machine was a lucky number machine, I
liked to think. When I called out “seventeen” or “fifty-three” to
the customers waiting their turn to be served, I half expected one
of them to wave her ticket and shout “Bingo!” Nobody ever did,
though. They’d be trying to shush their yammering kid or figuring
out whether one pineapple cake could be sliced thin enough to feed
eleven people.

It was hard work. On your feet all day and
no goofing off; whenever the stream of customers thinned out Jojo
would always find something for you to do in back, washing cookie
trays or making up boxes. What I really wanted to do was work the
pastry tube, but no chance of that.

Rita Lafferty, who worked at Jojo’s with me,
fell in love that summer. Rita was thirty, though she didn’t look
it. Her teeth were as bucked as though she’d spent her childhood
opening tonic bottles with them. She lived with her mother over on
Fosket Street. Mrs. Lafferty was forever calling up the bakery,
trying to talk Rita into leaving early so she could run some errand
for her. She’d even have made up the excuse that Rita was supposed
to tell Jojo. Poor Rita didn’t know whether to be more afraid of
her mother or of getting fired.

The best thing about Rita was her hair. It
was reddish brown and so heavy and dense that even the awful hair
nets we had to wear couldn’t squash it. Once she made me examine
the roots to prove to me that the color came from God. Not that I’d
suspected otherwise.

Rita’s boyfriend was a motorman on the
Orange Line; he spent his working hours riding from Oak Grove to
Forest Hills and back. They’d met in the Star Market, when he
dropped a can of cream-style corn on her toe. He was a bachelor who
lived alone in Magoun Square and cooked for himself. His name was
Frank Hodges.

Rita limped around for a few days, smiling
goofily whenever anyone asked how she’d hurt her foot. And then,
the day Frank’s gift arrived at the bakery, she began to confide in
me.

He’d sent it to apologize—possibly to head
off a suit, though I didn’t suggest that to Rita: a large ceramic
donkey with a clump of geraniums in each raffia saddle basket.
“Isn’t it cunning?” she said. And how had Frank guessed that
geraniums were practically her favorite flower?

“Maybe he thought they’d match your hair?” I
offered. The donkey had a somewhat toothy expression, but I didn’t
mention that to Rita, either.

“My hair’s not that kind of red.
Still, to men red is red.”

“That’s what I mean,” I agreed, from my own
extensive knowledge of men.

“He asked me out,” Rita went on, “when I
called to thank him.”

“How did you know his number?”

She looked only a little sheepish. “I looked
it up in the phone book. Well, I had to thank him, didn’t
I?”

They went to the movies that weekend, and
the next weekend, on a Sunday afternoon, to Fenway Park to jeer at
Don Zimmer. Finally, Frank came around to the bakery. He turned out
to be a better-looking man than you’d imagine Rita could catch,
even with her great hair. Not tall, but plenty of muscles and so
tan you’d have thought he spent every day stretched out on Revere
Beach instead of inside a subway car. Maybe not quite as old as
Rita, but it was hard to tell for sure.

“He seems nice,” I told her later, as we
were bringing out trays of cream puffs. Rita only smiled. When she
kept her mouth shut, she was surprisingly pretty. Especially after
Frank came into her life. I began to notice things. She had nice
breasts—we’d strip out of our nylon uniforms at the end of the day,
the two of us crowded into the tiny john in back—and she had a kind
of sexy smell about her, too. Not that she was sleeping with
Frank, I was sure, but her excitement was there in her delicate
sweat and in the new way she moved her body. She even talked back
to Mrs. Lafferty once or twice when the old witch called, demanding
to know how soon she’d be home.

Now I began to wonder why no man had noticed
Rita before, why she had seemed so obviously virginal and fated to
remain that way. Of course, there was the buck teeth. And she did
tend to giggle, particularly in a crisis, and she fell all over
herself agreeing with you, no matter what outrageous thing you’d
said. Still, look outside the plate glass window onto Broadway:
women walking by who are unmistakably married—someone once made
love to them and planted babies in them—and how all that happened
is a mystery. Arms puckered with fat now, gold teeth and false gold
hair, voices like fishwives.

Frank started picking Rita up after work. He
drove a yellow Corvette, only slightly dented. The car worried me a
little, because I calculated what it must cost to keep up the
payments and wondered whether there’d be enough left over to
support a wife, let alone babies and a mother-in-law. They’d gone
to Virgie’s, she’d tell me the next morning, or to Davis Square for
a pizza.

“How come Frank is always available to pick
you up?” I asked her. “Whether you work till 4:30 or 7:30 he always
manages to be here.”

“He arranges his schedule around mine,” she
said, gazing at the birthday cake display. For some reason the
glass on that particular case makes a good mirror.

“How can he do that?”

She smiled, tucking a few wisps of hair into
her hair net and letting the elastic snap. “He has a lot of
seniority. He gets first crack at the work sheet.”

Well, I believed it if she did.

And then all at once it struck me that she
was sleeping with him, after all. There were no more reports
of what movie they’d seen, or what they’d had to eat at Virgie’s.
If I asked her, she’d say, “Oh, I forget.” Rita was a terrible
liar, no inventiveness, no acting ability. I imagined them in
Frank’s steamy apartment, making love to the rattle of traffic in
Magoun Square, and I feared for her soul.

Then Rita showed me the ring, her engagement
ring. Frank had bought it downtown on Washington Street and made a
very good bargain, she told me. Diamond solitaire, one-quarter
carat, platinum setting. They planned on an October wedding, she
said shyly.

I was happy for her. At least, I hoped, Mrs.
Lafferty would have to start hewing and drawing for herself once in
awhile.

The Saturday after Rita confided to me her
wedding plans Frank failed to pick her up. Ordinarily I would have
left her waiting in front of Jojo’s without giving it a thought,
but that day she had the curse. Rita was afflicted with theatrical,
extravagant menstrual flows, during which her body seemed bent on
flushing out her entire blood supply. Since she looked a little
shaky I lingered with her, watching for that sleek yellow vehicle
to come zipping along from Magoun Square.

No Corvette. Rita twisted the engagement
ring around her finger. A fidgety rain began to fall. It got to be
7:40, then ten of.

“What do you think I should do?” she asked
me finally.

At that moment I spotted the Number 89 bus
moving slowly in the traffic, heading west out of Sullivan Square.
I grabbed her arm and pulled her across Broadway to the bus stop in
front of the firehouse. “We’ll go over to Frank’s place and see
what’s up. Maybe he’s sick,” I said.

“Shouldn’t we call first?”

I gave her an exasperated look. If she’d
been in his bed every night for a month, did she have to call first
before visiting him? “There won’t be another bus for forty
minutes,” I said.

His apartment was a third floor walk-up over
a sub shop. We rang his bell, and when there was no answer I pushed
the street door open and we went upstairs, past bicycles and
strollers on the landings.

“Which door is Frank’s?” I asked her.

She pointed it out, knowing she was
compromised, but seeing no alternative. I guess she was grateful to
have me take charge.

I knocked. We could hear staticky music from
inside, but nobody came to the door. “Well, now what?”

Without saying anything, she dug around in
her handbag and came up with the key.

For a bachelor Frank was neat as a pin, I’ll
have to give him that. Everything was in place: plastic tablecloth
on the table, sofa cover free of wrinkles.

As in a trance, Rita walked into the
bedroom, and I came behind her. Frank was lying on the bed, out
cold. The radio signal had shifted since he’d tuned it in. An empty
bottle sat on the bed next to the radio.

“He drinks,” she breathed.

“Let’s go, Rita.”

“No, you go. I’ll stay with him.”

“Come on, Rita.” I pulled at her arm.

“No, it’s all right,” she said. I saw the
buck teeth when she spoke. She didn’t giggle, even though it was a
crisis, and she settled down to watch over him.

I think they got married, though I’m not
sure. After I quit working at Jojo’s to go back to school I never
heard from Rita, and I never ran into her on the street. Probably
she and Frank moved to Stoneham or Billerica, the better to escape
Mrs. Lafferty.

 


 


 




Birthing

Excerpted from the novel God’s Red
Clay

 


 


On the straw a newborn lamb staggers to its
feet, crying with forlorn little baas. Nearby, the ewe lies
grunting and bleating, pushing out the second lamb. Old Rye kneels
and eases out the head and forelegs. Once the baby is free, Rye
startles Anner by swinging it by its hind feet. “Hit’s to git ‘er
breathin’.” Then he lets the ewe lick off the caul and blood. With
his boot he buries bloody straw under clean straw. “Easy as rollin’
off a log, mos’ times.”

Lambing’s a simpler matter than birthing a
human baby, Anner thinks, stooping to pick chaff from the hem of
her long skirt. And the sheep do a better job of begetting, too, at
least than she does. Fifteen months since her wedding day, and she
and Tom have not slept together as man and wife a single time. It
must be her homeliness, her awkwardness, her not being Sarah, that
make him turn his back to her. She’s angry at him, but even angrier
at herself. How stupid not to have known that she’d always be a
poor second to her cousin, who now lies in her grave. So much did
Anner desire this wiry, stubborn, copper-haired cotton farmer that
love dulled her wit.

Dusk has gathered. Tom’s out walking the
boundaries with the dog, as is his restless habit after supper.
Passing the negro cabins on her way up to the house, Anner sees
snaggle-toothed Zilpah crouched on the stoop of the cabin she
shares with Margaret. “What are you doing here?” she asks.

“Nuffin’,” says the shivering girl.

“Did you have a spat with Margaret?”

“No, Missus. I be lookin’ at de stars.”

“The stars! For goodness sake get inside,
before you freeze to death.”

Anner doesn’t wait to see whether Zilpah
complies. She has an idea why Zilpah has been banished to the
stoop. Margaret’s belly has begun to show a gentle swelling under
her apron.

*

Last June, in order to pay his debts, Tom
sold off half their land, the north tract, upon which they’d been
living. An odd time of year for such a sale, but Tom made an
arrangement whereby he could cultivate and harvest the cotton crop
he’d already planted in return for ten percent of the price at
market. While the days were long Tom and Anner moved to the house
on the south tract, which hadn’t been occupied in years. Bats hung
upside down in the loft when they first arrived, mice nested in
every corner. Window glass smashed and dead leaves blown in. At the
end of each day in the fields Tom and the hands sawed, nailed,
plastered, and whitewashed, repairing the house and barn and
constructing two cabins and a privy. A hard worker, Tom, and
none can say otherwise.

Meanwhile Anner and Margaret and Zilpah swept
and scrubbed, hung curtains and laid carpets. On the west side of
the house was an apple tree, green fruit dangling hopefully from
its branches. At least somebody cared enough to plant the tree,
Anner thought. Amidst the garden weeds she recognized mint and
rosemary battling to endure.

Through the property winds a stream called
Ham Creek, and cutting through the northeast corner is the road to
Huntsville. “The road will be handy for taking the crop to the
gin-house and to market,” Tom likes to say. However, without the
north tract, their crop will be much smaller. Now, in February, Tom
and the hands spend as much time girdling trees and burning brush
to clear new acres as they do plowing. Making them fit for planting
will be a long, tedious process. The corner acres cut off by the
road have rocky soil, one reason this tract of land is less
valuable than the one Tom sold. Beyond the rocky corner are the
gravel pit and the quarry, and beyond that is Burwell Mountain, a
wooded slope that passes for a mountain in Madison County,
Alabama.

*

It has come around to summer again. In the
fields the squares—the cotton buds—are opening into blooms.

The girl loiters in the doorway until Anner
looks up from her work. In her lap is a heap of stockings to darn,
belonging to husband and hand alike. “What is it, Zilpah? Have you
nothing in the world to do?”

“Margrit’s waters done broke, Missus.”

“Then you’d better go help her. Never mind
your chores.”

The girl scratches the back of her calf with
her toenails. “Don’ know nothin’ ‘bout birthin’, Missus.”

Can Zilpah really be so simple?

“All right, I’ll see to her.”

Anner says a quiet prayer, asking God to help
her in this task. Towels, she thinks. A pitcher. A paring knife and
some string. Outside, the sun is already hot in the sky. She winds
up a bucket of well water and washes her hands, then fills the
pitcher. As she walks down toward the cabin, chickens are pecking
for bugs in the hard red earth.

When she was last inside the cabin, a year
ago, she deemed it more comfortable than her own wretched house.
Now, as she ducks to enter the one-room shack, it is hot and close,
with an unidentifiable rancid smell. On the corncob-stuffed
mattress Margaret lies on her side, moaning softly. Anner removes
her bonnet and sends Zilpah off to collect the eggs before they
spoil in the heat.

Kneeling, she wipes Margaret’s sopping brow
with a towel. And then Margaret’s face contorts. She rolls to her
back and there, as she strains with the pain, is a bloody
black-haired head, barely visible in the opening between her legs.
Anner’s grateful now that her mother dragged her, at age fourteen,
to witness one of their negroes giving birth. Pay attention,
Anner. These babes are valuable commodities. She grips
Margaret’s hands and tells her to push and lie back, push and lie
back.

At last, with one giant heave, the head pops
out, along with a gush of blood. Anner guides the shoulders and the
slimy little body onto one of the towels. “A girl,” she tells
Margaret. She thinks about Old Rye swinging the lamb by its hind
legs, but this one needs no such encouragement. All on her own she
gasps and cries, her fists in tiny knots. Anner ties the cord and
cuts it with her paring knife.

She soaks a towel with water and cleans the
baby as best she can. This infant looks white, as white as anyone
in Anner’s own family. She begins to shake, in relief that she has
so far managed this feat without disaster. And in fear, hidden
before now in some cranny of her soul, that this baby is Tom’s.

“Thank you, Missus,” Margaret whispers.

“The child seems healthy. You did well,
Margaret.”

Still trembling, Anner swaddles the baby in
the last of the clean towels and puts her in Margaret’s arms. When,
after some more grunting, Margaret has expelled the afterbirth,
Anner wonders what to do with it. She has no memory of her mother
making any disposition at all of the nasty thing. Margaret sleeps,
the child at her breast.

Anner wraps the afterbirth untidily in a
soiled towel and carries it into the yard. She spots Zilpah lurking
near the tool shed. “What am I to do with this?”

Zilpah stares into the towel. “Don’ know,
Missus Anner. Ain’t nevah had no baby.”

The other negroes are all out in the fields,
and besides, this isn’t the kind of thing that men, nigger or
white, know anything about. Sheep and horses, yes—womenfolk, no.
She touches Zilpah’s brown arm. “You go on in and sit with
Margaret.”

In the shed Anner finds a shovel. With the
rewrapped bundle tucked under her arm, she carries the tool down
the rough path to Ham Creek. She walks along the water’s edge until
she comes to a patch of uncleared land that stretches back from the
stream. Nearby is a large red oak that has been girdled with deep
hatchet cuts in order to kill it.

Choosing a place that has no brambles and not
too much brush, she begins to dig. At once the mosquitoes find her.
In the dense clay are all kinds of roots and suckers to chop
through. Sometimes she has to hitch her skirts up and get down on
her knees and hack at them with the paring knife. By the time she
digs a hole deep enough, she’s as soaked with sweat as Margaret,
her shoulder muscles ache, and blisters have risen on her palms.
Without pausing for breath, Anner thrusts the bloody bundle into
the hole and covers it with clumps of clay, stamping hard on the
surface with the heels of her shoes. She prays to God: let no
roaming dog or wild animal scent the thing out and claw it up and
eat it.

The sun is high overhead now, and Tom will be
back from the fields wondering where his dinner is, where all his
help has gone. He’ll just have to make do with cold biscuit, she
thinks, and be satisfied to learn he now holds seven negroes
instead of six.

*

September. In the heat of the day Anner
begins to doze in her chair, her dinner of bacon and greens, sour
with vinegar, lying uneasily on her stomach. Startling her,
Shadrack bursts into the sitting room. “Marse Tom,” the boy says,
panting, his raggedy-brimmed straw hat pressed against his
chest.

“What about him?”

“Come quick.”

In the hallway she pulls on her heavy brown
shoes without taking time to lace them properly. Carrying her
bonnet by its ribbons, she follows Shadrack down the porch steps
and around the house, past the chicken coop, the negro cabins, the
barn, the piggery. Evidently they are heading for the creek. The
boy runs ahead of her, looking back every now and then to make sure
she’s behind him. Once she nearly falls, but rights herself before
sprawling in the red dust.

When they reach the creek, they trace its
course south, stumbling through brush and tall weeds. Mosquitoes
and flies buzz and dive at them. Her skirts catch on brambles and
she must often stop to untangle them, her fingers pricked with
thorns. It seems a long way, the air so heavy with moisture it’s a
struggle to breathe.

And then they come upon him, lying in the
sun, his eyes closed. In the grass beside him are patches of vomit.
Nearby is a huge snake, its head hacked off. The fanged mouth is
still open, puffy white inside. Beside it is a hoe, crusted with
dried clay and blood.

“Cottonmouf,” Shadrack tells her. “I kilt it
wif dat hoe.”

Tom’s arm, flung out on the grass, is already
swollen hideously. Plainly visible in the forearm are the two holes
made by the fangs. Get the poison out, a voice screams at
her. Snakes swarm in Alabama. She knows what to do.

“I must have a knife.”

Shadrack fumbles through a pocket in his
trousers. He comes up with a little folding pocketknife. “Only one
I got, Missus,” he says, handing it to her. “I be usin’ it fo’
whittlin’.”

“Hurts…” Tom says, as if from somewhere far
away. He makes a strangled sound, and more vomit runs from the side
of the mouth, down his neck, into the coarse grass.

“Lie still.” With her thumbnail she extracts
the hinged knife blade from its bone handle and wipes the blade
clean on her apron.

“Poison a-travelin’,” Shadrack says in
dismay.

He’s right. The inflamed swelling is
spreading up Tom’s forearm and will soon reach his elbow. Abruptly
she drops the knife and kicks off a shoe, pulls down a cotton
stocking, not caring whether Shadrack sees her bare leg. She wraps
the stocking around her husband’s arm just below the elbow and
knots the ends.

Shadrack lays the knife in her hand, and with
the tip she carves a cut across the fang holes. Thank God Shadrack
keeps the knife sharp. She puts her mouth down on Tom’s arm and
sucks hard. She spits into the grass, blood and venom, a horrible
metallic taste in her mouth. She takes a deep breath. Bending down,
she sucks again, and spits again, a dozen times or more. Then she
vomits, all her dinner mixed with blood and bile and venom, the
mess speckled with green bits of collards. She hears herself
whimpering with nausea and fear.

“Best git Marse Tom out de sun,” the boy
says.

A ways back from the stream is a large red
oak. Somehow she and the boy half-drag, half-walk Tom to the tree,
whose dense canopy of leaves grants them blessed relief from the
sun. Underneath, layers of rotting leaves form a kind of bed. Here
they settle him. He is barely conscious. However, Anner sees that
his arm seems less engorged, and the spreading has ceased. As she’s
loosening the stocking, the boy says, “He need water now,
Missus.”

“It’s so far back to the house.”

“De crick.”

“My bonnet won’t carry the water, nor your
hat.”

He glances down at her shoes. One of her legs
wears no stocking. Her ankles are scraped raw from weeds and
brambles.

When the boy has left with her shoes, she
eases herself under Tom so that his head is cradled in her lap.
With the hem of her apron she wipes his mouth, and then her own.
Gently she strokes his damp hair, which is the color of a copper
penny that has tarnished some. “You’ll survive this,” she whispers.
“God will help us, I promise.”

His eyes are shut, and she doesn’t know
whether he hears her, but his breathing is steady. As they wait
under the tree for Shadrack to return with her shoes filled with
water, she prays, as earnestly as she is able. The words come
readily from a hymn: Lord, if thou the grace impart—poor in
spirit, meek in heart—I shall, as my Master, be rooted in
humility.

Humble, she vows to be. It’s a kind of
bargain, meek supplication in return for Tom’s life. But then,
interrupting her prayer, a thought insinuates itself into her head.
The spot near the creek where Tom was bit is very close to where
she buried Margaret’s afterbirth, digging and digging amid the
roots to rid the world of that ugly, misbegotten thing. Why wasn’t
Anner struck by the cottonmouth, punished for the anger she
cannot shake?

*

After a week Tom still lies in bed, his wound
ulcerating, unable to move his arm. The doctor prescribes specially
compounded tinctures and salves, herb teas. Bleeds him daily to
drain the poisons from his body.

Though it’s now mid-September, there’s no
relief from the heat. The negro London has become de facto
overseer, reporting to Tom every evening. Tom paid five hundred
dollars for London, which he could ill afford, but perhaps the
purchase was not foolish, after all. The cotton picking continues,
all the hands in the fields from sunup to sundown.

“I never saw it,” Tom tells Anner one day.
“Shadrack and I were taking a shortcut home, walking along the
creek. I saw something bright, a bird maybe, and started up the
bank to investigate. And then I tripped on a root. Next thing I
know there’s a pain in my arm like a gunshot, and Shadrack is
hacking at this thing with his hoe, and I’m on the ground writhing.
Then the boy runs off and I’m left to lie there, thinking now I’m
going to die, and I must be ready.”

No Methodist can face death without seeking
to make peace with God.

“But instead of my sins, all I can think of
lying there is the terrible pain. And there’s the snake beside me,
its head off but still laughing at me. And the sun so hot I think
I’m going to catch fire. For a while I’m in another world somewhere
between here and death, and then you’re tying a cloth around my
arm, and I’m confused because we wear armbands when somebody else
has died, but I’m the one dying.”

Margaret brings soup, and clumsily Tom spoons
it into his mouth with his left hand. “I should’ve been watching
where I was going,” he says, “and beating the brush with a stick.
Tarnation! I know better. Now I’ve got a useless arm to show for my
stupidity.”

“The doctor promised that when the wound has
healed the paralysis will go away.”

“Well, we’ll find out about that, won’t
we?”

“Every day the wound closes up some.”

 

“So I never got to ask forgiveness for my
sins, and now it appears I’m going to live.”

“God is always willing to listen and to
forgive.”

The preacher says this in chapel, and at
class-meeting the ladies reassure one another with these words. But
is He? Perhaps no more than Anner can forgive her husband. Tom has
not troubled to thank her for saving his life. She loves him
dearly, but no matter what she does, it’s impossible to please him.
She has more poison roiling inside than he does. She ought
to be bled a pint a day, until her life’s blood is gone.

She takes the empty soup bowl to the kitchen.
There Margaret is rolling biscuit dough, the baby cradled in a
cloth sling at her side. The little face peers out at Anner, her
skin nearly as pale as the dough. The child gives Anner a
pink-gummed grin.

*

London comes to report to Tom about the day’s
events. They’re in the sitting room, Tom now well enough to be out
of bed. Anner’s sewing is in her lap and she has lit the oil lamp.
London’s first words are: “De mule’s gone lame.”

For some reason the word “mule” recalls to
Anner a conversation she overheard at class-meeting weeks ago.
If you want to know what color they’ll turn out, look at the
tips of their ears. Instantly Anner understands that it was not
Indian corn, nor mules, being referred to that evening, but human
babies. Negro babies.

She slips out of the sitting room and into
the kitchen. Margaret is scraping out a kettle into a bucket of
slops for the pigs. Her child is asleep in a basket near a bushel
of apples, harvested from the tree outside the house.

“Master Tom asked for an apple. I’ll get
it.”

The apples are small and wormy, fit only for
cider. Anner takes so much time picking through them that she can
give the child a good long look. The tiny ears are darker than
mahogany. Her father is not Tom.

*

At sometime after midnight on the
13th of November, 1833, Anner is awakened by a
commotion. For a moment she lies listening. There’s a rumble of
voices from the direction of the creek. The negroes, must be. A
riot? The insurrection everyone has been dreading since Nat Turner
picked up a hatchet? She hears the dog’s hoarse bark amid the
shouts. Worried, she pushes back the quilt and steps onto the floor
with bare feet. At the window she lifts a corner of the
curtain.

Astonishingly, the sky is full of light. She
pulls the curtain along its rod, exposing the whole window. A
thousand stars are streaking toward the earth. “Tom,” she calls.
“Tom.”

Quickly they dress and go down the porch
steps and out into the yard. The stars in their hundreds of
thousands have unhinged from their moorings and are plunging
downward, leaving long glittering trails as they fall. A fireball
large as the moon sweeps across the arc of sky. Tom grips Anner’s
hand.

Now all the negroes are here, Shadrack in his
frayed straw hat, Margaret with her baby in her arms, barefooted
London beside her. In a knot they stand together in the dusty yard
and gaze at the shower of fire. “A sign, fo’ sho’,” old Rye says.
“Jesus a-comin’ back to earf. He on his way.”

“Amen,” they murmur, in awe.

“Deliber us fro’ ebil, Lord. Dine be de powah
an’ de glory.”

More and more stars explode through the sky.
And yet, weirdly, these stars make no sound. For an hour, or two,
or three, masters and chattel stand together in the yard,
transfixed.

Finally, near dawn, God seems to tire of the
spectacle He has created. The number of shooting stars dwindles.
Margaret has crept into the shadows to nurse her baby, and Shadrack
vanishes, too. The slaves are beginning to remember the cotton
bolls that yet await them in the fields, whether or not Jesus is
coming on the morrow. They straggle back to their cabins.

Tom and Anner climb the porch steps. In the
bedroom, Tom unwraps the shawl from his wife’s shoulders and lets
it fall to the floor. He buries his head in her breast.

 


 



 Ship
Street

I. A Diamond Setter by
Trade

In January of 1853, at the age of
twenty-four, Edward Boynton arrived in Providence by train. From
the depot he went directly to the new Richardson and Hicks building
and applied for work with the jewelers who kept stalls there. That
evening Edward walked the nearby streets, snow crusted on
cobblestone, until he spotted a card in the window of a frame
building on Ship Street. Rooms to Let. Inquire Within.

The proprietress showed him a dark and
cheerless room at the rear of the second floor. He’d seen worse.
Though supper was over Mrs. Hopkins insisted he have a bite to eat.
After he’d unpacked his valise, the daughter of the house served
him at the oilcloth-clad long table in the dining room. A bowl of
reheated chowder, thick with chunks of fish, a heel of bread. As he
ate, she sat across from him, asked his name, something of his
history. She was almost as tall as he, calm of bearing.

Edward’s father had been, he told her, a
manufacturer of sewing silk. Edward’s memory was of an ill-tempered
autocrat who in 1840 died of liver complaint, bankrupt. Hurting for
money, with daughters to raise and marry off, the widow apprenticed
her younger son to a diamond-setter. At the age of twelve Edward
left school and home and learned the trade. However, when the time
came to strike out on his own, work in Boston was scarce. He
obtained a position as an engraver but felt somehow
dissatisfied.

“So that’s why you’ve come to Providence,”
she said.

“Yes, and I hope that Providence will treat
me kindly.”

She smiled and carried his empty dishes to
the kitchen.

That night, he was awakened by the sound of
strangled coughing on the far side of the wall. Another boarder, he
assumed.

A jeweler in the Richardson-Hicks building
agreed to take Edward on, and he settled into a routine. He spent
his days stamping shapes out of metal, setting stones, hammering,
polishing. In the evenings he became a regular in Mrs. Hopkins’s
parlor. During his years living in boardinghouses he’d picked up a
skill at cards, often won pocket change at euchre or whist. He’d
learned to play the piano by ear and could sing the popular tunes.
Do they miss me at home, do they miss me? ‘Twould be an
assurance most dear, To know that this moment some loved one, Were
saying, “I wish he were here.”

The girl boarders, spinners and weavers in
the steam mill, told him he had a lovely voice. Miss Hopkins didn’t
join those who gathered around the upright to hear him perform. She
sat by the coal stove, sewing. He heard from another boarder that
she worked for a milliner in the Arcade and sold her items of
fancywork there.

In an ell behind the house lived Mrs.
Hopkins’s son and his family. Thence came the coughing in the
night. The daughter-in-law made a living as a dressmaker, he was
told, and once he caught sight of her hurrying away from the house,
a parcel under her arm. The son, Edward had never laid eyes on.
Consumption, the boarder whispered.

One afternoon in March, at loose ends and
looking to take some exercise, Edward walked down to the end of
Ship Street. Above the canal hulked the five-story steam mill,
silent on a Sunday. Beyond, the river flowed southward, fouled
along its way by mills, foundries, the contents of chamber pots.
Boats choked its waters.

He saw that he wasn’t alone on the dock: Miss
Hopkins had lugged a pail of slops from the boardinghouse.
Gallantly he took the bucket and emptied it into the murky
water.

“Do you ever wish you were on one of those
boats?” she asked.

“Going where?”

“Anywhere. You could be a seaman.”

“Oh, no. I see no future in that sort of
life.” On their way back to the boardinghouse, she took his
arm.

He’d grown fond of the boardinghouse. It was
more like a family than anywhere he’d lived, including his own
childhood home. He relished the chowder or fritters or johnnycake
Mrs. Hopkins cooked, and he enjoyed being served by her daughter.
No coarse ne’er-do-wells among the boarders, in spite of the poor
neighborhood. Mrs. Hopkins took pains to maintain a respectable
residence, and her little granddaughter, Emogene, with her snub
nose and shy curiosity, made him smile.

He took to walking out with Laura on Sunday
afternoons. She wasn’t frivolous like the mill girls. He guessed
she was ten or eleven years older than he, but that made no
difference to him. Surprising himself, he asked Laura whether she’d
consider a proposal of marriage, and after a week’s interval, she
replied that she would. On the 3rd of May, with her
mother’s blessing, they were wed at City Hall. On Laura’s finger he
placed a narrow gold band that he’d wrought with his own hands.

An engraver in his building mentioned that
high prices could be obtained for jewelry in New Orleans. Edward
was a forward-looking man, unlike his father, whose pinched ways
had brought his business to ruin, in Edward’s opinion. He purchased
some gold, silver, and onyx, as well as a few precious stones, and
in his spare time he worked at creating suites of quality pieces.
He aimed for the Christmas trade in New Orleans. In December Laura
gave him fifty-six dollars that she’d saved over the years. With
part of the money he bought railroad tickets and a new
frockcoat.

“When I return, you’ll have a brooch set with
a diamonds,” he promised his wife.

Early in January he wrote Laura that he’d
sold a necklace. That wasn’t true, nor was it true that he still
resided in the hotel on Carondelet Street. Each of the grand
emporia on Canal Street had scorned his work. “Trinkets,” the
managers said dismissively. Ladies, they said, insisted upon jewels
crafted in New York or imported from Europe.

In some of the more modest shops, on the side
streets and in the less fashionable quarters of the city, the
female clerks fondled the pieces and cast glances his way that he
interpreted as hopeful signs. He’d sit for hours in a drafty
vestibule, his jewel case and hat on his knees, waiting for an
owner to deliver a verdict. The eventual answer was always a shake
of the head, sometimes regretful, sometimes not. In February he
wrote his wife that he was seeking temporary work as an engraver or
printer, while continuing to make his rounds. However, no one would
hire him. Apparently an applicant needed some kind of connection or
introduction, which he lacked, or perhaps the men in charge were
put off by his Boston accent. His new frockcoat began to look
shabby to him. Gradually his stake dissipated, and he left his
boardinghouse for a rougher lodging. He stopped writing to Laura,
because it distressed him to lie to her, and one by one he pawned
the jewels or sold them for a pittance. He went to the levee to
sign on as a steamboat hand. The captains laughed.

Each week at the post office he read, with
wistful longing, the letters that Laura faithfully sent. In May he
went to the railroad station to buy tickets home. He had only a few
dollars remaining.

The line was long, and by the time he reached
the ticket window, Edward knew he lacked the courage to return to
Providence. He’d wasted his wife’s money, betrayed her trust. She
would be better off without him. Instead, he questioned the agent
about the cheapest route to Texas. There he could change his name,
vanish. He’d heard that out West saloons hired piano players, no
skill required, anyone at all would do.

II.
Respectability

Central Texian,
Grimes County, Texas

 


Notice
Any one who can give any
information of the abode of Edward A. Boynton will confer a lasting
favor on his relatives. He is a native of Boston, Mass. Was last
heard from in New Orleans, in 1854. He is tall and spare built,
black hair and eyes, thin beard, and regular features. He is an
engraver and printer, has been employed in printing as far as heard
from South.
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Madame C. Amy, the celebrated Independent
Clairvoyant and Botanic Doctress, promises in her newspaper
advertisements that “to such as desire it, she will Reveal
Secrets Worth Knowing.” On a windy day in October, 1856, Laura
found herself seated in the clairvoyant’s parlor. After a period of
deep contemplation, Madame Amy advised her client that the person
she sought was out west somewhere. Texas, in fact. Haltingly,
various intimations regarding Edward emerged from the ether and
were made manifest to Madame Amy, who reported them to Laura. The
consultation cost fifty cents.

On a cold foggy evening in January of 1853,
nearly four years ago, Edward A. Boynton had knocked on their door
at 16 Ship Street. Of the numerous boardinghouses in the vicinity
of the steam mill, Number 16 is said to have the best reputation.
In the Providence City Directory Laura’s mother is listed as
Abigail Hopkins “widow of Halsey,” although Laura’s father is not
yet among the dead. He farms the homestead in Coventry, southwest
of Providence. For a woman running a respectable boardinghouse,
widowhood is more seemly than being a wife who’s gone her own way.
After looking Edward over, Mrs. Hopkins decided to let him the
windowless room on the second floor, which had been vacated by a
mill-hand who’d crushed his fingers in the spinning mule and gone
to live with a sister in Pawtucket.

A well-favored fellow, Edward Boynton. He
smiled at Laura in such a genuine way when she served him, and he
thanked her so civilly. He liked to play cards of an evening in the
parlor and generally came out ahead, but was modest about his
talents as he pocketed his winnings. He could play the piano and
possessed a sweet tenor voice. Why has thy merry face Gone from
my side, Leaving each cherished place Cheerless and void? Why has
the happy dream, Blended with thee, Passed like a flitting dream,
Sweet Laura Lee?

All the female boarders were wild about him,
envious of the attentions he began, quite unexpectedly, to pay to
Laura. Her mother took little trouble to conceal her pleasure.
Edward as suitor was a deliverance sent by God. Her mother would
never utter such a sentiment, perhaps not even think it. However, a
spinster daughter cannot help but be a burden.

Only Laura’s brothers didn’t care for Edward
and warned her to keep her distance. “He’s nowhere near thirty,”
Stephen said. “A pup.” And George asked, “What’s he want with an
old maid like you?” But they lived elsewhere in town and had met
Edward only once or twice. Laura shut her ears.

On the 3rd of May, 1853, the day
before her birthday, Laura married Edward A. Boynton—although not
in the Pine Street Baptist Church, of which she and her family were
congregants. He wasn’t much of a man for religion, Edward
explained. They wed on a Tuesday morning, a bright spring day, and
she wore a bonnet she’d made herself. Their witnesses were two
girls from the boardinghouse. The four of them dined at a nice
restaurant near City Hall, the bill paid by Edward with a
gentleman’s flourish.

All summer he worked long hours at the
Richardson-Hicks building. She scarcely saw him. However, there was
always plenty of company in the boardinghouse if one wished to seek
it out, or even if one didn’t.

In the fall her brother Stanton died of
consumption. Laura viewed Stan’s release from pain as a blessing.
Not long after the funeral, Edward began to speak about venturing
to New Orleans to sell his wares. If he went soon he could take
advantage of the Christmas trade, but he’d need money to pay for
his railroad ticket, his hotel, a fashionable suit of clothes to
impress prospective customers. Both understood that he’d go alone;
the expenses for two would be so much greater than for one. On the
5th of December Laura gave him the fifty-six dollars
she’d saved from her earnings as a milliner in the five years since
leaving Coventry. Her investment was sound, he assured her. She
wouldn’t regret it. He packed his case of brooches, rings,
bracelets, and necklaces and left on the cars, heading south.

From New Orleans, on the 6th of
January, Edward reported that he’d sold a necklace or two and had
every expectation of selling more. She replied to him at the hotel
whose exotic name and address graced the envelope, but more than a
month passed before she received another letter from him. On the
13th of February he wrote that his prospects in New
Orleans continued to look promising, but in the meantime, he was
seeking temporary employment as a printer.

That was the last she heard from him.
Nevertheless, each Sunday afternoon she sat down at the dining
table and wrote to her husband, at first recounting and later
inventing amusing anecdotes about life in the boardinghouse.
Perhaps, to save money, he’d moved to a cheaper hotel and never
thought to inquire at the post office whether undelivered
correspondence awaited him. To her mother’s anxious speculations
Laura paid no mind. In time she stopped affixing stamps to her
letters, but wrote and mailed them just the same.

Nearly three years passed in this way. Then
Laura bowed to her mother’s insistence that she pay a visit to
Madame C. Amy.

Thus far, no one has responded to the notice
placed in Texas newspapers. Laura is not particularly surprised.
During her consultation in October, Madame C. Amy revealed to her
that Edward A. Boynton is fated to die suddenly in Texas. Possibly
robbed and murdered while traveling on business, possibly stuffed
down a well.

Laura Boynton, widow, will carry his name the
rest of her long life. No one will again be able to dismiss her as
an old maid. On her ring finger she wears a narrow gold band. She
deems fifty-six dollars a price well worth paying.

III. The Boardinghouse
Keeper

In the light of an oil lamp she took in his
appearance: tall and spare-built, black hair and eyes, thin beard.
His frockcoat wasn’t new, but respectable. Age twenty-five or
so.

“I understand you have a room to let,” he
said.

“Come in.”

Abigail asked for the week’s rent in advance
and led him upstairs. It wasn’t so much a room as a closet, with a
narrow bed and a bureau. At least he wouldn’t have the nuisance of
a bedmate. “Supper’s done,” she said, “but we’ll find you something
in the kitchen.” She’d have Laura see to it.

In the morning, after he’d taken himself out
of the house, Abigail asked her daughter about him. “From Boston,”
Laura said. “A diamond-setter.”

“And?”

“His father manufactured sewing silk.”

“Money there, I reckon.”

“He passed in 1840, bankrupt.”

But there’d been money once and could be
again.

Each evening Mr. Boynton joined the other
boarders assembled in the parlor. A presentable young man, popular
in spite of his shyness. Abigail insisted that Laura join the
company, too, though that hadn’t been her habit. She wouldn’t stand
at the piano and sing with the others, but sat beside the parlor
stove, stitching her fancywork.

Abigail had her trials. For one, her son
Stanton’s illness. The sounds of his incessant coughing penetrated
the wall between the ell where he lived with his family and the
rear of the boardinghouse. It’s not as though Abigail were hiding
them back there. The boarders made a pet of three-year-old Emogene,
who had the run of the place, and baby Edna was often parked in the
kitchen, for the warmth. Unwell herself, Stanton’s wife Harriet
carried on as a dressmaker. Sometimes Stan took short walks in the
yard. Now embarked on Nuttall’s Syriacum treatment, he might yet
recover.

Abigail’s real millstone was Laura. Past
thirty, balky, absent-minded, uninterested in encouraging a
suitor’s attentions. Too much like Halsey Hopkins, the stubborn old
man tilling worn-out soil that yielded more rocks than potatoes.
Like as not, going to end up in the poor-farm. No talent for
bending life to one’s will, either father or daughter. Laura wasn’t
good for much but plunking dishes down on the table and carrying
them to the kitchen. She made a sloppy bed, hardly knew which end
of a broom to apply to the floor. Burnt anything she tried to cook.
What would become of Laura when Abigail wasn’t here to care for
her?

All her life Abigail has taken care of her
own, and so many others, impossible to count or remember.

One day in March Abigail saw Edward Boynton
descend the stairs, dressed for a stroll. Through the parlor window
she watched him turn toward the canal. She hurried to the kitchen
and seized the pail of slops. “Follow him” she ordered Laura.
“Don’t dally.”

The scheme worked. Graciously Edward emptied
the pail for her and escorted her home. They began to walk out
together on Sunday afternoons. Evidently he didn’t notice Laura’s
age. In her vague inexperience, she did seem younger than her
years. Abigail cooked his favorite meals, and she made sure his bed
linen was clean and laundry done to his satisfaction.

In private she said to him, “I trust your
intentions are honorable.”

“Why, yes.”

“If you like, I’ll make the arrangements with
the pastor at Pine Street Baptist.”

“I’m afraid I’m not a church-going man.”

Never mind. City Hall would be perfectly
respectable.

They married in May, the day before Laura’s
thirty-fifth birthday, and he moved his belongings into her room.
The following month, darling baby Edna succumbed to scarlatina.
Edward, a member of the family now, accompanied them to Swan Point
Cemetery and bowed his head for the prayers. A dutiful young
man.

One day at dinner Edward spoke about the high
prices jewelry was fetching in New Orleans, or so he’d heard. “Fine
jewelry. Not the common sort we make in the shop.” As it happened,
Abigail’s son Stephen had left the steam mill and was working in
the trade himself. When Abigail inquired, he opined that Edward
might be able to fashion such pieces and sell them in New Orleans,
but would need money to purchase the materials, which did not come
cheap. Stephen deemed it unlikely that Edward had that much cash to
spare.

Next day, Abigail said to her daughter, “You
have a bit of money stowed in that tin candy box on your bureau.
It’s doing no one any good just sitting there. Don’t forget the
parable of the silver talents.”

In October Stan hemorrhaged blood into the
bedding. The doctor said one lung was gone. Abigail went to Pine
Tree Baptist Church and prayed on her knees, as earnestly as she’d
ever prayed for anything in her life. But on the 12th
her youngest child breathed his last.

Well. You wear mourning clothes and hang a
funeral wreath on the door. You grieve. But if you keep a
boardinghouse, you cut up potatoes and fish for the chowder. You
affably greet the tenants and each morning empty their chamber
pots, the same as always. Boarders are not paying you for
gloom.

It’s a terrible thing to outlive your son.
Yes, Abigail feels some blame. At the graveside Pastor said Stan’s
death was the will of God. Yet it was she who’d been bound and
determined to leave the failing farm, who abandoned her husband and
took her children to Warwick, who put her sons in the mills. She
didn’t know it would be so hard on their lungs. She believed
Providence would be better for them than Warwick, the steam mill
paying higher wages, but now only George is still in the mill.
Stephen’s struggling to learn the jewelry trade—because that’s what
you do in Providence if you haven’t the strength for the foundries
or the mills. And Stan, her youngest, is in the cold earth. Leaving
little Emogene in Abigail’s care, his widow has gone to Warwick to
stay with her parents. After a brief rest she’ll return, she told
Abigail. But she won’t. Not until she’s at Swan Point next to
Stan.

A week ago Laura gave her husband the
fifty-six dollars she’d saved in the five years since they came to
Providence. This morning he departed for New Orleans on the cars,
jewel case tucked under his arm of his elegant new frockcoat.

After the boarders have finished their
supper, Abigail, Laura, and Emogene gather at the table to eat
their chowder. Just the three of them. Sitting there, spoon in
hand, Abigail feels a sudden heart-stopping intimation that from
now on, this is the way it’s going to be.

 


 



Nerve-Wrackin Christmas

 Naomi watched her
brother maneuvering Marilyn out of the display window, easing his
skinny rear end past a jumble of mini-spotlights and a pyramid of
TVs playing Some Like It Hot. Dixieland jazz rattled from
every set. Suddenly Naomi realized that an extension cord
threatened to tangle itself around Soren’s leg. “Hold it,” she
said. She reached over to yank the cord out of its socket, and the
cord snapped in her hand, stunning her with a bolt of electricity.
Naomi staggered backward. Her ring glowed, on fire, and she flung
it off onto the carpet.

Soren crouched in the window, Marilyn’s
torso in his arms, her plastic limbs splayed beneath a dusty
cellophane gown. “Yikes,” he said. “Look at your hand.” It was
scorched black. “Should I call 911?” he asked, clambering down from
the window.

“I guess there isn’t much point,” Naomi
replied, “since I seem to have survived.” A blister had begun to
rise on her finger where the ring had been. Warily, in case it
might still harbor a charge, she picked the ring up from the
floor.

“It’s melted,” Soren said in awe. In fact,
the ring, a silver band engraved with ivy leaves that were supposed
to represent eternal faithfulness, or something like that, looked
as if it had been ground briefly in a Disposal—misshapen, chewed at
the edges. “Didn’t Gary give you that ring?”

“You know perfectly well Gary gave me that
ring.”

“It’s a sign,” Soren pronounced. Her
brother, who cultivated a cadaverous New York look and bristled
with piercings here and there, was home in Annapolis between
semesters at photography school, annoying their parents and Naomi’s
boyfriend and making a general pest of himself. To assuage his
ennui he’d volunteered to create a new outfit for Marilyn, the
signature centerpiece of the store’s display window.

“You wish,” Naomi replied. “Luckily,
however, this isn’t the Old Testament.”

She went to the bathroom in back to scrub the
scorch marks off, without a lot of success. The welt on her finger
hurt more now. In a few minutes she heard Soren hauling Marilyn out
the door, her limbs colliding with the jamb, the bell clanging
feverishly. “Ciao,” he yelled. When Naomi returned to the front a
customer came in and began to peruse the film noir videos. She
slipped the ring into a drawer behind the counter.

*

Gary took one look at the Classical section
and groaned. Bach’s B Minor Mass in the Beethoven category,
Prokofiev mixed up with Puccini, the whole scene total chaos. He
hated Christmas, which every year drove hordes of jerks to rifle
through the CDs in a frenzy. Bad enough what they did to Country
& Western, and to R&B and Soul, but Classical was always
the worst. Those heads-in-the-clouds types couldn’t even get it
together enough to focus on the goddamn alphabet.

His feet were sore, his neck had a crick in
it, the inane music blaring from the speakers was driving him nuts.
While he straightened the racks Gary thought about how the landlord
had just jacked up the rent on his condo, as good as wiping out the
raise he’d received when promoted to assistant manager. Some
promotion. All it meant was more problems dumped in your lap from
both ends of the hierarchy.

Gary thought about the crumbling exhaust
system on the Taurus—the car sounded like a Bradley Fighting
Vehicle, only without the muscle. Somehow he was going to have to
find the money to replace the exhaust. Face it, the whole damn car
was falling apart chunk by chunk.

Moving Menotti’s one-act operas out of the
Mendelssohn slot, he thought about the phone calls from his mom out
in Waukesha. Why can’t you and Naomi come for Christmas? Surely
you can take a few days off.

Mom, listen to me. Tower Records never shuts
down. It’s like a hospital. Or the Army.

Gary did not have the guts to admit to his
mother, who had trouble grasping the fine points of his
relationship with Naomi, that his job wasn’t the sole reason he
couldn’t go home for Christmas. “Waukesha?” Naomi had said,
laughing, like he was proposing a jaunt down the Zambezi in a
dugout. So he’d abandoned that idea. No way was he about to hand
that brother of hers any more ammunition: Nyah, nyah, mama’s
boy, pushing-thirty mama’s boy. Seemed like the kid was always
underfoot, dropping by to sneer at Gary’s collection of Dallas
Cowboys souvenirs while deigning to drink Gary’s beer, and Naomi
did nothing to discourage the obnoxious brat.

Gary went to the back of the store, popped
Nerve-Wrackin Christmas, Vol. 2 out of the CD player, and
buried it in the trash barrel among a heap of Styrofoam
peanuts.

*

On Sunday Naomi and her brother met for
brunch at McGarvey’s, down by the waterfront. Nearly drowned out by
the clatter of talk and clanking of silverware, Bing Crosby was
dreaming of a white Christmas. Fat chance. In this town a chilly
drizzle was the best you could expect.

Investigating the construction of his tofu
and artichoke lasagna, Soren asked, “So what did Gary say when you
told him about the ring?” Soren was wearing a skimpy black suit
jacket, a recent find at Junque Boutique, over a white T-shirt.

“I didn’t.”

“He didn’t notice your hand?”

“He noticed, all right. He gave me a lecture
about the perils of antiquated wiring and the folly of trusting
predacious landlords.” She cut a fried oyster in half.

“Neither of which has one iota to do with the
extension cord.”

“But it was sweet of him to be so
concerned.”

“Uh-huh.”

Pensively Naomi chewed her oyster. “What kind
of bugged me, though, was his assumption that the whole episode was
somehow my fault.”

His brows raised, Soren speared a mushroom.
Just behind him, a waitress was shoving through the crowd at the
bar, a tray of beer glasses balanced high above her head.

“My fault and yours, that is.”

“Mine?” he croaked. “Precisely how did
he arrive at that conclusion?”

“You were there, weren’t you?”

“Geez, even my powers don’t include zapping
people with lightning bolts.”

Naomi wasn’t so sure about that, though
Soren’s methods of manipulation were usually more subtle.

“But somebody may be trying to tell
you something,” Soren went on. “Encouraging you to give this Gary
thing a second thought.”

This Gary thing. Naomi remembered last
summer’s trip to Quebec in the old Taurus, and their coming upon
the ring in that charming shop in the Quartier Petit-Champlain, and
Gary’s endearingly hopeless attempts to speak French to the
proprietor. What fun they’d had. They seemed so right for each
other, both connected with the arts, sort of, both partial to Ben
& Jerry’s Aloha Macadamia ice cream. The trip was before she
moved into Gary’s condo, before she became aware of his odd little
habits, like cutting cents-off coupons out of the Sunday paper
before reading even the sports section, or asking guests to remove
their shoes before approaching the wall-to-wall carpeting. Then
there was all the time he spent on the phone with his bossy mother.
“Give it a rest, Soren.”

“You don’t have to bite my head off.”

“I happen to love Gary.”

“Okay, okay. A chacun son goût.”

To accompany his lasagna Soren had ordered a
champagne cocktail—a drink that seemed to be currently fashionable
in his set, the result of spending too much time watching old
Charles Boyer movies—which was no doubt, Naomi thought, going to
wind up on her credit card.

“Anyhow, why didn’t you tell him what
happened to the ring?” he asked.

“I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Even Gary
would be upset at the symbolism, although there isn’t any.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I told him I left the ring in the shop, on
account of the blister on my finger.”

“He bought that?”

“Temporarily. But sooner or later I’m going
to have to explain why I’m not wearing it.”

Soren grinned. “It could happen to fall down
a grate. You could arrange for the store to be broken into and
selected valuable items stolen. You could fly to Aruba on a package
holiday and meet a guy who isn’t a penny-pinching, judgmental, anal
stick-in-the mud, like some we might mention.”

“All those ideas are really cool, Soren. I’m
so grateful for your advice.”

Soren signaled the waitress to bring him
another champagne cocktail.

*

In bed Gary held Naomi’s hand, reassuring
himself that the burn blister was pretty well healed, but aware of
the absence of the silver ring. He decided he wasn’t going to say a
word about it, let her be the one to bring the subject up.

She snuffled in her sleep and turned over,
her hand slipping from his. The bedroom was nearly dark, lit only
by the glow of the streetlight seeping around the edges of the
mini-blinds. He could just make out the mushroom shape of the
Tiffany lamp on her dresser and the pile of her clothes tossed
sloppily over a chair. The heap looked like a drunken body or a
corpse. Naomi never hung up her clothes when she took them off and
then wondered why she was always having to pay the cleaner
outrageous prices to have them pressed, which wouldn’t be so bad if
her shop was actually making a profit. He hadn’t lived with a girl
before, not even a sister, so he had no one to compare her behavior
to—except his mother, and Naomi wasn’t a bit like his mother.

He loved Naomi, he was pretty sure he did,
but he wished she’d be more responsible about things. Keep her wits
about her, as his mom would say. Naomi’s whole family was kind of
dizzy when you came down to it. Her old man, a disheveled
philosophy professor who tormented the cat and any visitors by
playing Hindemith on a viola, would never have been able to support
a family—let alone afford that house on Duke of Gloucester
Street—if money hadn’t been trickling down from some ancestral
source that no one, including Naomi, ever mentioned. Not a lot of
dough, just enough to insulate the family from harsh reality.
Naomi’s mother dabbled in useless things like origami and yoga and
book discussion groups, and her brother… Gary wasn’t even going to
begin thinking about that little shithead or his adrenaline would
start to flow, and he had to get some sleep. Tomorrow was going to
be another harrowing day. Unlike Naomi, he didn’t have the luxury
of being able to show up for work an hour late and barely
conscious—or not at all, as the spirit moved her.

But the more he lay there, worrying about how
exhausted he was going to be in the morning, the more agitated and
wakeful Gary became. All at once it occurred to him that maybe
Naomi wasn’t just being careless or forgetful, leaving the ring in
her odds-and-ends drawer at the shop. What if her failure to put it
on again was a big fat hint that up to now he had missed? Supposing
she wasn’t willing to settle for a modestly priced silver
pre-engagement ring (bought with Canadian dollars) anymore?
Supposing she expected the real thing, and not from Kwality
Discount Jeweler’s, either? He’d seen the hunk of ice her
girlfriend Claire was sporting. How was he going to afford a ring
like that, even on E-Z credit?

Gary got out of bed, made himself a peanut
butter sandwich, and turned on the TV in the living room. He
watched a black-and-white Jimmy Stewart movie, which was set in
Budapest for some reason, until he fell asleep in his chair.

*

It might not be such a bad idea, Naomi
thought, to have the ring mysteriously disappear, down a grate or
wherever. A ring is only a material object, and whatever symbolic
or sentimental meaning it carries can easily be reassigned, if
necessary. Moreover, something about the damaged ring nagged at
her. All week, every time Naomi opened the drawer to retrieve a pen
or a Post-it, the sight of the ring gave her a queasy feeling deep
in her gut, reminding her of the unpleasant surprise of the
electric jolt, the reflexive way she’d flung the ring away from
her, the lingering smell of scorched skin and metal. Not that she
was superstitious, she told herself. Not that she believed for one
second that what had happened was an omen, in spite of what Soren
had said, in spite of Soren’s uncanny way of being right about
things like that.

Although the shop was busier than usual,
customers picking up crime and action movies to see them through
the Christmas festivities, she couldn’t get the ring out of her
mind. Her thumb kept feeling out the slightly sensitive place on
her finger where it had been.

During a lull, shortly after two, Naomi put
the ring into her coat pocket. She locked up, pointing the hands of
the cardboard “I shall return” clock to 2:30. Past the display
window with the newly gowned and coifed Marilyn she walked, past
the antique shop that specialized in marine artifacts, and the
Persian rug store, and the café that played Paul Winter in unending
loops, around the corner to Prince George Street. At the end of the
block she crossed College Avenue and entered the campus, empty at
this time of year. Dead grass under her feet crunched with frost.
Behind abandoned classroom buildings and dormitories the ground
sloped down to soggy brown athletic fields and then to the river.
Her boots were getting muddy, sinking into the turf.

At the river’s edge, Naomi took the ring out
of her pocket and, without pausing for even a moment’s reflection,
threw it high over the water. She waited for the plink but
never heard it. Perhaps, she thought, the ring didn’t fall at all,
but instead was sailing toward the moon or a distant star—propelled
by some force from inside herself, miraculously whole again, but no
longer hers.

Naomi felt so happy, so downright ecstatic,
that when Gary came around to the shop in the late afternoon
bearing a small white velvet box, she just shook her head no. They
went to McGarvey’s to celebrate.

 



Original Brasses, Fine
Patina

 A bit chilly in the
air-conditioning, Helen sits on a bench in the American wing and
waits for Cal to arrive. She imagines he selected this particular
gallery because it would be lightly visited on a Monday afternoon,
not like the Edward Hopper show, for which you have to pay an extra
fee on top of the already expensive regular admission for the
museum. Helen remembers when the museum was free, and she’d take
the MTA here on Sunday afternoons to study objects covered in her
art history survey or just to absorb the grace imparted by
beautiful things. But nothing is ever really free. That year, and
the next, had their costs in spite of her scholarship.

When choosing the museum for a meeting place,
Cal couldn’t have guessed that as a scared college freshman she’d
lurked in these halls eyeing Greek and Roman sculptures, trying to
figure out if Cal’s male member was within some kind of normal
range, or if he was in fact the freak she feared. She hadn’t
understood erections, that’s how naïve and uneducated she’d been
then—about things that actually counted. Freak or no, he’d
succeeded in getting it inside her stubborn little hole, not
without some pain and blood, and that’s why she’d given birth at
Mt. Auburn Hospital the summer following her sophomore year, with a
good deal more pain and blood.

A young Asian couple pause in front of a
portrait of a bewigged gentleman, clasp hands, move on to gaze at a
mahogany tea table set with Staffordshire and silver, preserved
behind glass.

He’s late, but she might have expected that.
Reluctant to meet her at all, not even very curious about her
mission. With a name like Calvin Turnipseed he’d been a cinch to
research on the Net; his e-mail address took her but a few minutes
to locate. She learned that he’d used his degree in chemical
engineering to secure a career in industry, was now retired and
serving on the boards of several charities, a Boston-based chamber
music ensemble, and a hospital—not Mt. Auburn. Google turned up a
group photo that included Mrs. Dolores Turnipseed, smirking for the
camera at a benefit dinner. “I’ll be in town soon,” Helen had
written Cal, “and wonder if you and I might get together.” No reply
for more than two weeks. She assumed her message had been zapped in
his electronic trash basket, and then he did write, apologizing for
not answering right away. He’d been in Europe, he claimed. Yes, he
could find time to meet and suggested the Museum of Fine Arts, the
18th century gallery down at the far end of the American
collection. Perhaps he’s had rendezvous here with other women,
escaping Dolores, Helen thinks, and has already scouted out the
territory. Dark rooms, sleepy guard. An old lady pushes another old
lady in a wheelchair from one painting to the next, the women
murmuring to one another. Is that how I’ll look to him? she
wonders, aware of her own gray hair and creaky knees.

When he appears in the doorway she’s taken
aback; if the forty-seven years since they last saw each other have
not been particularly kind to her, they’ve been even less kind to
him. Liver spots splotch his bare scalp and cheeks; his face has a
distinct pallor; the paunch he carries on his beanpole frame is of
the approximate size and placement of a six-months pregnancy. She
squelches a laugh. “Helen,” he says, moving toward her on the
bench. Will he kiss her? A peck on the cheek, perhaps? But no, he
sits beside her and lays an oversized black umbrella between them.
“Sorry to keep you waiting. My meeting ran late.”

“I’m not in any great hurry.”

“In Boston on vacation, did you say? Where do
you live now, still Wisconsin?”

“I haven’t lived in Wisconsin since I was a
girl,” Helen says.

Cal nods but asks no further questions. He
was never good at small talk, and anyway, he’s certainly no more
interested in exchanging details about children and grandchildren,
illustrated with wallet photos, than she is. The guard strolls past
them, affording them hardly a glance. For all he knows they are an
old married couple: in any case, no obvious threat to the
collection or to public decorum. Deciding she might as well come
right to the point, she says, “I’ve heard from him. Our son.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Or from the agency, rather. He wants to find
his birth parents, and the agency contacted me, to see if I was
willing.”

“But the records were sealed.”

“Things have changed, Cal. Adoptees have
rights, and they exercise them. What planet have you been living
on?”

After a pause he asks, “What are you going to
do?”

Although there’s no doubt in her mind that
she’ll see her son—she has already given the agency her
go-ahead—something makes her wary now about revealing this to Cal,
so soon in the conversation. “Some days I’m inclined one way, some
days another.”

Beside her Cal removes his glasses and digs
at the inner corners of his eyes with his thumbs, a nervous gesture
Helen remembers from all those years ago. Like her, he had an
uncertain, vulnerable side then; otherwise she probably wouldn’t
have fallen in love with him or let him do the things to her that
he was bent on doing. But then what? No abortions other than the
coat-hanger variety in those days. No marriage in the cards,
either, not without money, not without love on his part—or more
love than he could spare, anyhow. He had too many other fish to fry
to consider acquiring a wife, raising a brat. To give him credit he
did hang around in town that summer while she waited out the nine
months, finding a shabby little sublet near Davis Square for them
to stay in. He’d go out in the middle of the night to buy her pints
of peanut brickle ice cream, if that’s what she was craving.

The steamy August morning she was released
from Mt. Auburn he picked her up and drove her downtown to the bus
terminal, his Beetle bouncing painfully over potholes. Without
saying anything directly, both of them understood this would be the
end of it. Impossible to go on as if nothing had happened. After he
shoved her suitcase onto the rack above her seat he muttered
something unintelligible; she willed herself not to watch him leave
the platform. All the way to New York, Chicago, and at last
Waukegan, she wept quietly, secretly, her bottom sore from the
stitches, her breasts aching with milk that was just coming in. How
was she going to hide from her mother these dismaying changes in
her body, which nobody had told her about and which she’d never
anticipated? How was she going to live without Cal, even if he was
a rat who’d forsaken her? On the bright side, Helen thought, doing
her best to console herself, she and the child wouldn’t have to go
through life called Turnipseed.

“So what do you want from me?” Cal asks
now.

“Aren’t you curious about him? Don’t you ever
wonder how he turned out?”

The glasses go back onto his nose. “Helen,
let me tell you something,” he says under his breath. “When we
agreed to give him up I made a deliberate decision not to think
about him, and I’ve stuck to that resolve. In no way did that baby
belong to me, legally or otherwise.”

“You made damn sure of that.”

“We made damn sure of that. You were the one
who signed the papers, don’t forget.”

“What choice did I have?”

“You had choices, Helen. You opted for the
sensible way out of the mess, just as I did.”

“Sensible. As euphemisms go, that takes the
cake.”

“What word would you use?”

“Craven,” she says, tears sharp in her
eyes.

His voice tight, he says, “Have it your way,”
and she thinks absurdly of all the times they ate at
Hayes-Bickford’s in the Square and he’d invariably have the 99-cent
special, no matter what it was that day, because if the meal cost
more than 99 cents the state of Massachusetts charged a tax, but
she’d order the hamburg plate, so delicious with fried onions and a
scoop of mashed potatoes under mushroom gravy and a side dish of
baby pickled beets swimming in their red juice, and he’d pay for
the meal of her choice without grumbling, even if he had to pony up
the tax.

For the first time this afternoon they look
one another in the face. Can this old man whom she scarcely knows
anymore and doesn’t even like have been that generous ice cream and
hamburger-provider and the father of her firstborn child? His anger
shows in the pinched white area around his mouth. She remembers the
one time he hit her, during an argument over a book he’d borrowed
from her and carelessly lost, an argument that was actually about
far bigger issues—sexual pressure and mutual obligation and
heedfulness and moral responsibility—but she was too shy and
muddled to articulate them. She almost thinks he’d be capable of
hitting her now, if not for the guard ghosting the periphery of the
room and the pair of suburban matrons who have materialized and are
inspecting a Philadelphia highboy. “Original brasses,” one of them
says. “Just look at that patina.”

Cal reaches for his umbrella as if he’s going
to get up and walk out. Good riddance, she thinks. But then,
apparently changing his mind, he places the umbrella between his
knees and, leaning forward, grips the bentwood handle. She guesses
that, like hers, his spine is bothering him, sitting without back
support. He stares straight ahead, perhaps at a portrait of a
dark-browed young woman in silk, perhaps at nothing. Amid freckles
and liver spots on his left hand is a small sore with a yellowing
bruise around it. From her own fibroids surgery she recognizes the
wound: an IV tube ran into that vein a short time ago. Europe,
indeed.

After a while the matrons from Brookline or
Newton move out of earshot and their calm chatter at the far end of
the gallery seems to dissipate the tension. A cellphone rings;
someone laughs out in the corridor. Cal extracts a handkerchief
from his trousers pocket and mops his forehead.

Wearily he says, “I didn’t come here to
fight.”

“Nor I.”

“When I read your e-mail,” he continues,
stuffing the crumpled cloth back into his pocket, “it didn’t occur
to me that the boy was the subject of this meeting. It never dawned
on me that he’d popped up out of nowhere, after all this time. He’s
not a boy, for Chrissake; he’s pushing fifty.”

“What else could I have wanted to talk
about?”

He hesitates. “People our age sometimes have
an impulse to tidy up loose ends before it’s too late. They might
have health problems—a bad heart, say, or cancer.”

“I don’t have either. I’m not about to
croak.”

“I’m happy to hear it, and that’s the
truth.”

“And what about you?”

“I’m fine,” he says shortly.

Well, okay, she’s just as glad to take him at
his word. “So you figured you were one of my loose ends?”

“I assumed the idea was for us to wish each
other Godspeed, or something of the sort.”

Helen mulls this over. Godspeed. Maybe he has
something there. Maybe a gentle farewell is precisely what she’s
wanted all along, and the letter from the agency was the excuse she
needed to go hunting for him on the Internet. In spite of a mostly
compatible (if ho-hum) marriage and three dear (if at times
disappointing) children, she never quite got over the crushing loss
of her firstborn child and her first love. Not that she and Cal
could ever have made a go of it, even if he’d been as willing to
spring for a wedding ring as he was for a meal at the Bick. If she
didn’t know that then, she does now.

“I’ll be frank,” he says. “It’s always been
like a pebble in my shoe that we parted the way we did.”

That’s as close to an apology as she’s going
to get, but she’ll take it. “Never mind, Cal. We were too dumb to
know any better.” Buttoning her jacket, she says, “I gather I’m on
my own in this situation.”

He shrugs.

“So be it.”

“I have a request. If you do establish
contact with him, I’d rather you didn’t mention me. At this point I
can’t afford…” He stops himself there, but she’s pretty sure he
isn’t referring to money.

She lays her hand on his, just for a second.
“Don’t worry. I won’t betray you.”

Briefly she wonders if she should suggest tea
in the museum café, now that they have achieved détente. Instead,
though, she makes a show of consulting her watch and tells him that
she’s meeting a friend at five and must be on her way. She leaves
him meandering among the Copleys and Peales, a tall balding man,
rather oddly shaped, somewhat stooped, a big black umbrella hooked
over his arm.

 



About Elaine Ford

 [image: ]

 


Elaine Ford has published five novels,
including Missed Connections and Ivory Bright. Her story collection
The American Wife won the 2007 Michigan Literary Fiction
Award. New work appears in Chariton Review, Iron Horse Literary
Review, Your Genealogy Today, and Arkansas Review. A
performance of her story “The Power Cord” can be heard at
www.theflexiblepersona.com/#!i2-1/c1jma.

Elaine’s work has been recognized by a
Guggenheim Fellowship and two National Endowment for the Arts
grants. She is professor emerita at the University of Maine, where
she taught creative writing and literature. Her website is:
http://www.ElaineFordAuthor.com.

Some stories in The Marriage Bed were
previously published, as follows: “A Sense of Morality” in
Seattle Review; “Wasps in a Bottle” in Kennebec and
the novel Monkey Bay; “Rita Lafferty’s Lucky Summer” in the
Miami Herald, Newsday, and the Arizona Republic as
part of the PEN Syndicated Fiction Project; and “Nerve-Wrackin
Christmas” in The American Wife.

 


Photo of author by Michele
Stapleton.












 About
Wordrunner eChapbooks

Wordrunner eChapbooks publishes online
collections of fiction or memoir, each featuring one author, and an
annual themed anthology that includes poetry, fiction and creative
nonfiction from several authors. Archived echapbooks may be perused
on your computer screen at www.echapbook.com

The Marriage Bed is also available
online at no cost. But readers have inquired where or how they can
obtain a book they can read from other (hand-held) devices. We are
hoping e-publications from Wordrunner Press will serve that need,
as well as continue to support our authors.

Fifty percent of royalties go directly to the
authors and the remainder to support the press, which includes
payments to authors we will publish in the future.

The website may or may not endure beyond the
publisher’s life span, but these e-books will be around as long as
there are people to read them.

Look for a list of ebooks at www.echapbook.com

 



 




tmp_dfb017f9c2a70033b061da2695523cf4_wHiZTD_html_3d17e781.jpg





cover.jpg
THE MARRIAGE BED

Fiction by Elaine Ford





