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ACT ONE

 


Louise and Mr
Flowers

June 1915 –
Cherryvale, Kansas


Chapter
One

In the living
room, Mother played Schubert on her piano. On the veranda in the
shade from the sun's heat, Louise sat on a timber chair to read
Bleak House by Charles Dickens, while her older brother, Martin,
chased her younger brother Theo. Around and around and around the
house they ran with Louise trying to concentrate. She read the same
paragraph three times and still it didn't register.

"Louise!" Mary
called from the street.

Louise looked
up.

"We're going to
Mr Flowers to see if he's left candy."

"I'll come
too!" Louise shouted as she slipped a scrap of paper into her book
and placed it beside the chair. She ran down the three steps from
the veranda, and sprinted along the stone path crossing lush, green
grass to the red brick fence, and there she opened the white,
timber gate.

"Are you
brothers always like this?" Betty asked Louise.

"Martin's
naughty, but it's better when he's bothering Theo than bothering
me. Sometimes I wish it was school and not summer vacation."

"Let's get that
candy!" Mary announced.

Cherryvale,
Kansas, was the flattest, bleakest, most boring city on God's
earth, as Mary, Betty and Louise walked side-by side, around the
corner and further along to a single-storey, green-coloured
clapboard house, freshly painted as Mr Flowers was a painter by
trade. It had a white picket fence with the white gate hanging
open, inviting children to where Mr Flowers often left candy on his
front doormat beneath a small, white veranda. Quietly, they walked
along the red brick path and up two steps to where there were five
pieces. Betty picked them up.

"I'll do eenie,
meenie miney, mo to find who gets one piece of candy," Betty
said.

Louise had a
better idea. "I'll ask Mr Flowers if he has more."

"You can't do
that!"

Louise didn't
know why not. "Asking Mr Flowers won't hurt."

"I suppose
not."

Louise turned
to reach for the brass knocker.

"I can't do
this!" Betty exclaimed.

"Me neither,"
Mary said.

Betty and Mary
took two pieces of candy each, and then ran away while Louise used
the knocker to rap. She heard footsteps inside and then the door
eased open. Louise peered past Mr Flowers to where it was quite
dark, like his curtains were drawn.

"Hello," he
said. "What's your name?"

"My name's
Louise Brooks, and I wondered if you have more candy."

"I have more
candy. Come inside, Louise."

Mr Flowers was
about the same age as Father, in his 40s, but he was taller and
bigger-built. Mr Flowers stepped aside to let Louise enter a
white-painted hallway. Mr Flowers walked ahead to the kitchen,
which had an open window overlooking his back yard of grass and a
green-painted, clapboard woodshed. On the kitchen cupboard was a
white, porcelain bowl with many pieces of candy. Mr Flowers took
the bowl and held it in front of Louise.

"You can take
some."

Louise took two
pieces, which meant she now had three.

"What do you
say?"

Louise smiled.
"Thank you Mr Flowers."

"That's a good
girl. How old are you, Louise?"

"I'm nine years
and seven months old!"

He laughed. "It
seems like you want to be older than you are. Are you enjoying your
vacation?"

"My brothers
are fighting and that's no fun."

"No, I suppose
that wouldn't be fun. Would you like a glass of lemonade to go with
your candy?"

Louise couldn't
believe it. "Yes please!"

"You go to the
dining room and I'll get us some."

Louise then
wondered if she should or not. She stood there.

"It's alright,
Louise, it's just a drink and then you can go home."

That was fine.
Louise went to the dining room, half-dark with the only light
coming from the kitchen through the open doorway. Louise sat at the
oval table with a brown tablecloth, while Mr Flowers brought two,
tall glasses, wet on the outside. He put one glass in front of
Louise who picked it up and sipped. The lemonade was lovely and
then she remembered.

"Thank you Mr
Flowers."

"That's a good
girl."

Louise ate one
piece of candy before sipping more lemonade, bitter and yet sweet.
She ate more candy and drank more lemonade until it was finished.
She looked to see Mr Flowers was finished too.

"That was good;
thank you Mr Flowers."

"That's my
pleasure, Louise."

"Can I go
now?"

"You can go,
and if you come back tomorrow I'll give you more candy and more
lemonade. Lemonade's good when it's hot, like today."

"It's always
hot in summer."

"Because it's
summer and hot, you mustn't tell anyone that you came here and had
candy and lemonade. I don't want all of the children of Cherryvale
coming here wanting candy and lemonade. You don't want your
brothers coming here, do you?"

Louise
understood. "I promise not to tell anyone." Louise climbed from her
chair.

"I'll show you
out."

Louise followed
Mr Flowers along the passage to where he opened the front door.

"Goodbye Mr
Flowers."

"Goodbye
Louise, and remember not to tell anyone."

Louise walked
along the brick path to the concrete sidewalk, and then along
Murray Street towards her house, not looking forward to that. Then
she sensed something, for Mary and Betty to close on her.

"How was it?"
Betty asked.

Louise
remembered what Mr Flowers said. "Nothing happened."

"You were gone
for a while."

Louise wondered
what to say. "Oh well," she eventually said.

They walked
around the corner to arrive at the white picket fence of Louise's
house. Louise supposed she had to go inside, seeing as it must be
close to lunchtime, although her mother wouldn't care if Louise
came home or not. Louise said goodbye to Mary and Betty before
walking along the path to her house: red brick topped by a tall,
pointed roof of dark grey tiles, forming a second storey with
windows set into the roof, while the veranda, front door and window
frames were all painted white. Downstairs had a living room, a
dining room, a kitchen and four bedrooms: one for Mother and
Father, one for Martin, one for Louise, and one for young Theo
sharing with young June. Louise contemplated Bleak House that she
left beside the chair, but it was a bit dull. She wondered if there
was anything more interesting in Father's study, seeing that he was
at work. She went inside and climbed the stairs to the second
storey high up in the roof, and eased open the door to bookcases
along three walls: law volumes as well as British and American
authors. Beneath the window was Father's desk with a big, black,
leather chair, two baskets of papers, an inkwell and a green
blotter. Louise wasn't interested in that as she checked the
bookshelf on the left, just inside the door, and then she heard
footsteps approaching.

"What are you
doing here?" Martin asked.

Louise turned
to face him with her hands on her hips. "What do you think I'm
doing?"

Martin ran at
Louise, who took the nearest, largest book to hit his head. Martin
cried out and rubbed where Louise hit him.

"Idiot!" Louise
snapped at him.

Louise turned
away to check the bookshelf again, just as Martin grabbed her waist
and slung her towards the doorway. Louise stumbled backwards as
Martin pushed her, and pushed her again. Louise stumbled once more
and then toppled down the staircase, over and over until she hit
the landing hard; with her head hurting and her elbow hurting even
more. She cried.

"Cry baby."

"You – hurt –
me," Louise gasped between sobs. "Get away from me, Martin."

Martin came
down the stairs, around the landing past Louise still crying, to
disappear out of sight. After a while, Louise got up to look for
Mother who wasn't in the sitting room. Louise went to the kitchen
where Mother was at the range.


"Mother...."

"Don't bother
me, Louise."

Louise stamped
her foot. "But Mother!"

"Your father
will soon be home for lunch."

"But
Martin...."

"I'm busy. Go
and wait at the dining table."

Mother wasn't
interested, as usual, but perhaps Father might do something. Louise
sat in her chair at their rectangular dining table, set with green,
leather placemats, a pitcher of lemon water, four glasses and four
soup spoons. Mother came into the room.

"Louise, can
you tell Martin that lunch will be ready soon?"

Louise wasn't
going to do that! "You tell him, Mother."

"Oh,
alright."

Mother left
through the other doorway to ask Martin. Martin walked into the
dining table to sit opposite Louise.

"Cry baby."

Louise ignored
Martin as she poured a glass of lemon water, which wasn't as good
as Mr Flowers' lemonade. Then Father came into the dining room,
dressed in his usual black suit, white shirt, black tie, but not
his top hat which he always left on the coat and hat stand. Father
was short, only five foot three, with brown eyes, straight, black
hair, and he had ears that stuck out. He sat at the head of the
table.

"Father,"
Louise said. "Martin threw me down the stairs and hurt me. My head
hurts and my elbow hurts too."

Father looked
to Louise and then he turned his head to look to Martin. "Martin,
you shouldn't throw Louise down the stairs, you might hurt her.
Next time, throw Louise down the front steps where you will do less
harm."

"Father!"
Louise exclaimed.

He turned his
head. "What is it, Louise?"

Father wasn't
interested so Louise had to look after herself.

"Louise, can
you help me?" Mother asked from the doorway.

"My elbow hurts
too much to help."

"What's wrong
with your elbow? Oh, never mind, I'll do it myself."

Mother left, to
return a moment later carrying two bowls of vegetable soup which
she placed on two placemats. Mother brought two more bowls and
placed them on the remaining two placemats, before sitting at the
foot of the table. Mother was short, about five foot two, although
that wasn't so short for a woman, and like Father she had brown
eyes and black hair, except her hair was curly. Mother's hair
seemed impossible to manage, so she cut it short but not too short,
and left it as it was. Mother, at age 30, was much younger than
Father at age 47.

Father bowed
his head. "For these and all thy mercies, may God's holy name be
praised. Amen."

"Amen."

Louise picked
up her spoon while thinking she usually got the better of Martin,
but in Father's study he caught her unprepared. She wouldn't let
that happen a second time. Martin might be one year older, he might
be bigger, but next time he'll wish he hadn't pushed her down those
stairs. Louise ate more of her soup, determined to better stand up
for herself.
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Chapter
Two

After
yesterday's awful experience with Martin, Louise couldn't wait to
get out of her house, but she thought it was too early to visit Mr
Flowers, which Louise realised was a peculiar name. Instead she
read Bleak House in her room. After reading two chapters, Louise
thought it was late enough, so she went outside to walk to Mr
Flowers' house. Louise used his knocker where, like yesterday, she
heard his footsteps before he opened the door.

"Ah, good
morning Louise; it's good to see you."

"Good morning
Mr Flowers."

"Come to the
kitchen."

Mr Flowers led
the way to where he gave Louise the bowl of candy; she took three
pieces and ate one, and then he poured two glasses of lemonade from
a glass pitcher in his icebox. He took the two glasses and placed
them side-by-side on the dining table.

"Louise, do you
want to sit on my knee?"

"Why?" Louise
asked without really thinking. No, that seemed wrong.

"It won't cause
any harm to sit on my knee. Like yesterday, though, you mustn't
tell anyone."

"I suppose so,"
Louise said, while not really sure. She looked at the glasses, wet
with moisture, so tasty. "I'll sit on your knee, Mr Flowers."

Mr Flowers sat
on his chair and then lifted Louise like she weighed nothing; he
was so strong! Mr Flowers sat Louise on his knee where she could
reach for a glass and sip it, and like yesterday the lemonade was
delightful.

"Are your
brothers still fighting?"

Louise was
surprised he remembered that. "Yesterday, my older brother hurt
me." Louise put the glass down to show her arm. "My elbow still
hurts."

"Can I kiss it
better?"

Not even Mother
would do that and never Father. "You can kiss it better."

Mr Flowers bent
his head to kiss her elbow, and of course it didn't feel better but
it was a nice thing to do. Louise drank more of her lemonade, and
ate the rest of her candy too. She finished her lemonade.

"Thank you for
the candy and lemonade."

"This is my
pleasure. Remember, you can come here whenever you want."

"Can I come
here tomorrow, seeing these are weekdays?"

"You can come
here tomorrow, Louise. If I don't answer the door this means I'm
working, but most likely I'll be home."

"Is your job
painting houses?"

"I'm a
carpenter and a painter, doing odd jobs."

Louise
understood. "My Father's a lawyer and sometimes he works from
home."

"Ah then, you
understand."

"I do." Louise
wondered. "Should I go now?"

"Can I show you
around my house?"

"Why?"

"It won't cause
any harm to show you my house."

Louise supposed
it wouldn't. "You can show me your house."

Like when he
picked her up, Mr Flowers lifted Louise off his knee like she
weighed nothing, and he placed her on the floor. Mr Flowers then
took Louise's hand, that was strange but she supposed that didn't
do any harm, to show his house which was smaller than her house.
First a sitting room with a lounge suite covered by white sheets,
then a bedroom with a timber wardrobe and a single bed, and then
another bedroom with a bigger timber wardrobe and a double bed.

"This is where
I sleep."

"This is
good."

"Do you want to
go home now?"

Louise felt
safer there than at home, but at least Martin behaved over
breakfast. "I can go home now," she said.

"Remember not
to tell anyone about coming here."

"I promise not
to tell anyone!"

"Good girl. Can
I kiss you for being good?"

Louise knew she
should say no but Mr Flowers was kind. "You can kiss me."

Mr Flowers
picked Louise up, he was strong, and kissed her cheek. He put her
down and took her hand. Mr Flowers led Louise to the front door of
his small house, where he let her hand go and patted her bottom
instead. Louise laughed at that. Mr Flowers opened his front
door.

"Goodbye
Louise."

"Goodbye Mr
Flowers."

Louise walked
along his brick path, past the front gate that was always open,
along Murray Street and around the corner to her house; where
Mother was at her piano playing Bach. Louise stood inside the
sitting room doorway but Mother didn't even notice. Louise went to
the dining room where, in the maple sideboard which matched the
maple dining table and maple chairs, their best China was on
display: eight bowls, eight plates, eight saucers and eight cups,
all white with green trim. Without even thinking, Louise took the
closest cup, and smashed it on the timber floor. Then she went to
the sitting room.

"Mother,
Mother!" Louise called.

"What is it,
Louise?"

"I broke one of
your cups."

"Not now dear;
don't bother me when I'm practicing Bach."

"But Mother,
it's part of your matching set."

"That doesn't
matter. Go and break some more."

Louise was
about to break some more cups, until she realised that didn't
matter. Instead, she went to her room to take Bleak House outside
to the veranda, to sit on the chair and read. Soon, Louise was
engrossed in her book on a hot, summer's morning at close to
midday.

* * *

When Louise
reached the white picket fence, always with the gate open, she
wondered if Mr Flowers would be home three days in a row. Oh well,
if he wasn't home he wasn't home. Louise walked along the brick
path and up the steps to the veranda, where she used the knocker.
When Louise heard Mr Flower's footsteps she felt relieved. Mr
Flowers opened the door, and as always he smiled.

"Hello
Louise."

"Hello Mr
Flowers."

"Come
inside."

Mr Flowers
stood aside to allow Louise past, where she went to the kitchen. Mr
Flowers followed to hold the bowl of candy for Louise to take three
pieces. While she ate one, he poured two glasses of lemonade from
the pitcher in the icebox.

"Do you want me
to sit on your knee again?"

"I have
something else I want you to do."

"Oh,
alright."

Mr Flowers
carried the two glasses to the dining room, where he put them on
the table.

"Today, I want
you to take off your clothes."

"No!" Louise
exclaimed.

"I'm asking you
this, because you're my special friend."

Louise was
surprised by that. "Am I your special friend?" she asked.

Mr Flowers
smiled. "Of course you're my special friend. Am I your special
friend?"

Mr Flowers was
Louise's friend. "I come here every day," she said.

"Surely you can
take off your clothes as a treat for your special friend?"

Mr Flowers had
been good to Louise and she supposed that will be alright. "Okay,
I'll take off my clothes."

Louise put the
two pieces of candy on the table before reaching behind to unbutton
her light blue, cotton dress and pull it off, and took off her slip
and her drawers.

"You can take
your socks and shoes off."

"Oh,
alright."

Louise knelt to
unbuckle her black sandals and take them off, and her white, cotton
socks too. She stood where Mr Flowers picked her up like yesterday
and sat her on his knee. There, she reached for her glass of
lemonade, so delicious.

"Now, you're my
special, special friend."

"I am," Louise
agreed before taking a piece of candy. She ate that and the other
piece of candy, and drank more of her lemonade too. Louise finished
all of the lemonade and put the empty glass on the placemat.

"Was that
good?" Mr Flowers asked.

"Your lemonade
is always good, thank you."

"I buy this
lemonade especially for you. Remember not to tell anyone," Mr
Flowers said. "Ordinary people don't understand what special
friends do."

Louise knew
nobody would understand. "I won't tell anyone," she said.

Mr Flowers
drank the last of his lemonade and put his empty glass on the
placemat.

"You have
amazing, black hair, Louise. I've never seen hair so dark. I like
your haircut."

Louise thought
it was nice of Mr Flowers to notice. "My mother calls this a Dutch
bob, with bangs almost to my eyes."

"Cut to just
below your ears all around, and almost to your eyes at front. You
have big eyes, Louise, the biggest, darkest eyes I've seen on a
girl. Pure white skin, big dark eyes, jet black hair; you're very
pretty."

Louise knew she
was pretty. "Do you know that I'm a dancer?" she asked.

"Are you really
a dancer?"

"My mother cut
my hair this way, because she thought it will be stylish for when
I'm dancing."

"Do people see
you dancing?"

"I've been
dancing in public since I was four, and now I get paid for
dancing."

"You must be
talented, Louise."

"I'm a good
dancer."

Mr Flowers
laughed at that, before picking Louise up to place her on the
floor.

"Can I dress
now?"

"You can dress,
Louise."

She did,
finishing with her socks and shoes. She stood to look at Mr
Flowers.

"That wasn't
bad, was it?" Mr Flowers asked.

Mr Flowers was
right. "That wasn't bad. Can I come back tomorrow, for more candy
and lemonade?"

Mr Flowers
laughed. "You can come here tomorrow."

He stood and
took Louise's hand in his hand, led her to the front door, picked
her up to kiss her cheek, and put her down before opening the
door.

"Goodbye
Louise."

"Goodbye Mr
Flowers."

Louise walked
home where, for once, Mother wasn't playing her piano. Instead,
Mother was in the armchair while writing in her notebook, before
putting that aside and looking to Louise.

"What are you
up to these days?" Mother asked.

Louise couldn't
say, of course. "Later, I'll read more of my book."

"You're never
lonely when you have a good book for company."

"You taught me
how to read."

"That I did. I
suppose I should make lunch."

"Can I
help?"

"I'll make
pancakes."

Louise couldn't
believe it! "Pancakes are my favourite!"

"I know. You
can make the batter."

"Thank you
Mother."

"You've become
very polite, Louise."

"Have I? Oh
well."

Mother led
Louise to the kitchen, where Louise looked forward to making
pancakes, but she really looked forward to eating them, especially
with strawberry jam and cream. Yum!


Chapter
Three

It was hot and
sunny when, that morning like usual, Louise used the brass knocker
on Mr Flowers' front door. As was usual, Louise heard his footsteps
before he opened the doorway with a bright smile.

"Good morning
Louise."

"Good morning
Mr Flowers."

"You can go to
the kitchen."

Louise went to
his kitchen, the brightest room in his small house, where Mr
Flowers took the bowl and Louise took three pieces of candy, like
usual. He then poured two glasses of lemonade while Louise went to
the dining room.

"Do you want me
to take off my clothes again?"

"Yes
please."

Louise put her
candy on the table. She wore a white, cotton dress which she
removed, and then she removed her slip and drawers, and removed her
shoes and socks too.

"Do you mind if
I take off my clothes?" Mr Flowers asked. "We're special friends
now."

Yes, they were.
"You can take off your clothes," Louise said.

He wore a light
blue, cotton shirt open at the neck, dark blue trousers, black,
leather shoes, black socks and white cotton underwear. When Mr
Flowers removed his clothes Louise was quite shocked – she'd never
seen a boy, or really a man, naked. He had hair on his chest and on
his legs, and a big thing between his legs, surrounded by hair and
pointing out straight. She stared at it.

"That's my
penis. You can touch it."

Louise didn't
know if she wanted to.

"Remember,
we're special friends."

They were
special friends. Louise poked his penis with her finger, which was
an odd thing. "It's hard but not hard."

"Yes it is. Sit
on my knee to drink your lemonade."

Mr Flowers sat
on the chair before lifting Louise to sit on his knee. Louise took
her glass and drank some lemonade while Mr Flowers drank his
lemonade. She ate a piece of candy and drank more lemonade, and
then she ate the last of her candy. Louise drank the rest of her
lemonade and placed the glass on the table.

"Thank you, Mr
Flowers, for the candy and the lemonade."

"How have your
brothers been?"

"My brothers
have been alright." Louise remembered Mother playing the piano or
writing book reviews for her library club. "I like being here with
you."

"This is
because we're special friends."

"That's
right."

"Can I kiss my
special friend?"

"You can kiss
me."

He bent down to
kiss Louise's cheek, just for a moment.

"Do you want to
see my bedroom again?"

"Why?"

"Well, there's
a game we can play there."

"Really? A
game?"

"Oh yes, a
special game that special friends can play together."

A game will be
fun! "I want to see your bedroom."

Mr Flowers
lifted Louise off his knee and placed her on the floor, before
getting up from the chair. He took Louise's hand to lead her to his
bedroom, which now was bright with the curtains part-open.

"Why are your
curtains open like that?"

"We need enough
light to play our game."

"Oh, I
understand."

Mr Flowers
turned back the sheets and blankets of his bed.

"Louise; climb
onto the bed and lie on your back."

Louise did
that, for My Flowers to climb on too, and then he spread her legs
before lying there. Mr Flowers kissed her stomach and then kissed
between her legs, which was a peculiar thing to do but it felt
nice. While he kissed and licked her there – Louise was surprised
by that game which special friends played together.

* * *

Mr Flowers lay
on his side, beside Louise.

"Did you enjoy
this game?" he asked.

Louise didn't
know. "I suppose so." Louise knew her problem. "It hurt."

"It would have
hurt for a moment, but later it wouldn't have hurt."

That was
true.

"This game only
hurts for a moment, and only the first time you play. Next time we
play it won't hurt you at all. Did you enjoy it? Did it feel
good?"

Louise did
enjoy it. "Yes, it felt good." It felt different to anything she'd
done before but at the same time it felt wrong. "Should we have
played this game?"

"This is a
special game that special friends can play together."

"I suppose
so."

"You mustn't
tell anyone, though. Other people won't understand."

Louise expected
that was the case, although she was curious. "Do other people play
this game?"

"Special
friends often play this game, but not everyone would understand
that you and I are special friends."

That made more
sense.

"The next time
you come for candy and lemonade," Mr Flowers said, "we'll play
together and it'll feel good."

"Oh, yes."
Already Louise looked forward to that.

"It must be
late," Mr Flowers said. "We can have lunch, if you want. What would
you like for lunch?"

Louise knew. "I
would like pancakes and I'll make the batter!"

Mr Flowers
laughed. "Alright, we'll have pancakes and you can make the batter.
Come with me."

Louise watched
Mr Flowers get out of his bed, he was big and strong. Louise
followed, she was small and skinny. She followed Mr Flowers to the
kitchen where he poked around his pantry to emerge with a small bag
of flour. Louise opened his icebox to see a bottle of milk, which
she took out. Cooking pancakes was going to be fun.

* * *

Always after
they played, Mr Flowers lay still.

"Are you
alright, Mr Flowers?"

He rubbed her
hair. "I'm fine."

"It's just that
you seem tired."

He smiled.
"Playing affects men and women differently."

"I'm not a
woman, I'm a girl."

He laughed.
"Yes, sorry, playing affects girls differently to men."

"I understand.
Are we having lunch again?"

"Yes we are.
What would you like?"

Louise
wondered. "I'm not very hungry when it's hot like this."

"I have apple
pie."

"Oh yes!"
Louise exclaimed. "I like pie."

"Good."

Mr Flowers
eased out of bed, and like yesterday he went to the kitchen, and
like yesterday, Louise followed. Mr Flowers went to the icebox
where he pulled out a pie dish with half a pie, and the bottle of
cream from yesterday. Louise bent down to get two plates from the
cupboard under the sink, and two forks from the drawer.

"You look at
home, here," Mr Flowers said; which was true.

Louise carried
the plates and forks to the dining table while Mr Flowers brought
the pie dish, the small bottle of cream and a spatula, which he
used to put slices on the two plates, before pouring some cream.
Then Mr Flowers brought a glass of milk for Louise and a glass of
water for himself. Louise drank some of her milk before eating pie.
While Louise ate, she thought about Mf Flowers living alone except
for when she visited.

"Why don't you
have a wife?"

"I prefer to
have friends like you."

"Who made this
pie?"

"Mrs Murray
gave me this pie after I repaired the roof of their house."

"Mrs Murray who
lives in Murray Street," Louise said with a bright smile.

"The Murray
family have lived in Cherryvale for a long time."

"Cherryvale is
boring. Kansas is boring." Louise drank more milk and ate more
pie.

"When you grow
up, you can move to somewhere exciting."

"I want to live
in New York." Louise then realised something. "Have you had other
special friends?"

"None of my
friends have been as special as you, Louise Brooks."

Louise smiled
at that. She finished her pie and drank the last of her milk.

"Thank you for
the pie and the milk," Louise said.

"This is my
pleasure."

"Should I dress
and go home?"

"Yes, you
should."

Louise's
clothes were there in the dining room, where she dressed, and Mr
Flowers dressed too. As always, Mr Flowers kissed Louise's cheek
before they said goodbye, and Louise left to walk home. While
Louise walked along Murray Street, home of Mrs Murray, she saw
Betty approaching.

"Hello Louise,"
Betty greeted. "What have you been up to?"

Louise
remembered. "Nothing," she said.

"You've been up
to something; I'm sure of it."

Louise supposed
that wouldn't hurt. "I've been with Mr Flowers. We had candy and
lemonade, we played a game, and then we had apple pie for
lunch."

"What game did
you play?"

Louise didn't
know what to call their game and Mary wouldn't understand it,
anyway. Besides, she shouldn't say. "Just a game."

"Like hide and
seek?"

Good idea!
"Yes!"

Mary laughed.
"That must be fun. Do you want to play with my dolls now?"

Of course! "You
have the best dolls, Betty."

"Come with
me."

Together they
walked to Betty's house, always being renovated, where Betty
greeted her mother and Louise greeted Mrs Strickler. It was a fine
house: chandeliers in the sitting and dining rooms, gold-coloured
silk drapes, two sunrooms, and a music room with trinkets and
knick-knacks, wicker chairs, potted palms, a mounted elk head,
parquetry flooring, and a rosewood, Steinway grand piano. Soon they
were in Betty's bedroom giving Betty's dolls afternoon tea using a
toy tea set. Just a week ago, Louise wanted to be back at school.
Now she spent all day playing games which was much better than
school. After many hours playing, Louise thought she should go
home. Louise said goodbye to Mrs Strickler reading in the sitting
room, and said goodbye to Betty at their front door, before walking
home. Mother sat in her favourite armchair reading Tennyson, but
when Louise came home she put her book aside.

"I wondered
when I was going to see you. There's going to be a show at the
opera house on the last Friday evening of summer vacation. I put
your name down to dance."

That was good.
"Can I do more lessons with Mrs Buckpitt?"

"We'll see Mrs
Buckpitt tomorrow."

"Oh good!"
Louise exclaimed, before realising Mr Flowers would miss her. Oh
well, that didn't matter, it was more important to dance. Louise
couldn't understand her mother. Sometimes Mother did things like
teach Louise to read, which took a lot of time, and other times
Mother didn't care if Louise was home or not. Sometimes Mother put
Louise's name down to dance at the opera house, or went with Louise
on the tram for lessons with Mrs Buckpitt, and other times Mother
didn't care that Louise liked dancing more than anything else. She
supposed that was the way Mother was. Louise then thought about the
dance she should perform in the show at the opera house. A summer
show at the opera house was bound to be big; perhaps the biggest
show Louise had yet performed. Louise needed to choreograph a
special dance; that was for sure.


Chapter
Four

Louise walked
with her mother to the Cherryvale Opera House, a huge, timber
building with a tall timber facade overlooking West Main Street,
where they went inside to seating on two levels for many hundreds.
Louise and her mother crossed towards the stage where a door on the
right led to the dressing rooms, one for men and one for women.
Inside the women's dressing room, on the bench beneath a long
mirror, Mother placed her carpet bag before laying out the black
dress she made, frilly from the waist, and Mother also laid out
black stockings and Louise's black dancing shoes with two inch
heels. Louise removed her white, cotton dress, white socks and her
black sandals to roll her stockings on and slip black elastic
garters to hold them in place. Then she pulled the dress on before
checking herself in the mirror, and pulled at it.

"Mother, it
doesn't fit!"

"Where?"

Louise faced
Mother and pulled at the waist. "Here!"

"Oh my."

Louise stamped
her foot. "Mother, you can't do anything right!" All she did was
play piano, read books and run her library club.

"I'll have to
fix that."

"But how?"
Louise whined. "We're here to rehearse now!"

"It doesn't
matter if it's a bit big now. There's hardly anybody here to see
us."

"But I'll know
it doesn't fit. How can I dance while knowing my costume doesn't
fit?"

"I promise to
fix your dress as soon as we get home."

Louise stamped
her foot again. "Mother!"

"I'm sorry if
it doesn't fit just at the moment; I'll fix it in time for your
performance."

Louise wondered
how she could dance properly in a badly-fitting costume.

"I promise to
take it in when we get home."

Louise crossed
her arms and glared at her mother. There were only the other
performers and a few others there who would see her. "You have to
do better, Mother."

"I'm not much
good with a needle and thread, I suppose. Come on, let's
rehearse."

Mother left the
dressing room with her music under her arm. Louise knew that Mother
would, at least, get the Tchaikovsky waltz right. After all, Mother
played piano almost from morning to night. They stood to the side
of the stage beside Mr Jackson.

"Hello Myra and
Louise. You can go on now."

Mother walked
to the piano to take her seat, while Louise walked to the centre of
the stage and looked up.

"I need a light
on me."

"Follow Louise
with a spotlight," Mother called loudly.

"Okay," a man's
voice drawled from way up high, before the light came on.

"One, two,
three," Mother counted just before she struck the first chord, and
Louise danced the waltz she'd choreographed. After a few bars,
Mother got her timing wrong.

"Mother!"
Louise shouted with her hands on her hips. "You can't even play the
piano right!"

"I'm sorry,
Louise."

"All you do is
say sorry. You must do better!"

"We'll do this
again. One, two, three."

Because she was
listening to the music, in case Mother made more mistakes, Louise
couldn't get her dance as smooth as it should be. But the more
Louise danced the better she got, and by the end she had her dance
as good as it could be. To the side of the stage, Mr Jackson
applauded.

"That was good,
Louise."

That dance
wasn't good, but with Mother getting her playing wrong at the
start, it wasn't dreadfully bad. They walked off the stage towards
the dressing rooms.

"You have to
play better, Mother."

"This is what
rehearsals are for, to find our mistakes."

"You mean
rehearsals are to find your mistakes."

"Yes, I
know."

They reached
the women's dressing room, where Louise couldn't wait to change out
of her badly-fitting dress. If anything was worth doing, it was
worth doing right. Mother, though, didn't care about doing things
right. Well, sometimes Mother cared and sometimes Mother didn't
care. Really, Mother was frustrating.

Eventually they
reached home, where Louise insisted that Mother take in the waist
of that dress, straight away. When that was done, Louise tried it
on.

"See, it wasn't
so hard to fix."

Louise still
felt that if something was worth doing, it was worth doing right,
but at least her dress fitted properly now. Louise changed back
into her white cotton dress. Then her younger sister June, aged
two, toddled into the room.

"Can you look
after June while I cook dinner?" Mother asked.

"Oh, alright.
Come with me, June, and we'll play with my dolls."

Louise took
June's little hand to lead her to Louise's bedroom, feeling like Mr
Flowers when he took Louise's small hand compared to his big hand.
There, Louise had an apple crate with one side cut away, decorated
inside to be like a stage, with a material backdrop and curtains
which could be drawn across. Soon, Louise used her dolls in a play,
while June watched and helped. Time stood still while Louise used
her dolls to perform her play, Cherryvale Capers, with June her
sister.


Chapter
Five

Louise used the
brass knocker. Mr Flowers opened the door.

"Ah, Louise;
I've missed you. Come inside."

Louise entered
the house to walk to the kitchen.

"What have you
been doing?" Mr Flowers asked.

"I'm performing
a dance at the opera house on the last Friday of summer vacation. I
had to get my mother to make a costume and then we had to
rehearse."

"I
understand."

"We went to my
dancing teacher, although she wasn't much help."

"You have been
busy.

Louise wasn't
hungry. "Today, I'll just have lemonade."

"That's
fine."

Louise had
thought about Mr Flowers since holding June's hand like that. "Are
you sure it's alright for us to play together?"

Mr Flowers
turned away from his icebox. "Of course it's alright, Louise."

Louise wasn't
convinced. "You're just saying that."

"No, I'm not.
If it wasn't alright to play like we do, it wouldn't feel good like
the way it does."

"I suppose so."
Louise thought and remembered. "Yes, you're right, it feels
good."

"A game that
feels this good must be alright to play."

Louise knew
that must be right.

"Now, you can
go to the dining room and I'll bring our lemonade."

Louise went to
the dining room, where she removed her clothes while Mr Flowers put
the two glasses on the table. He then removed his clothes. Louise
remembered something, from when she saw Betty.

"What do we
call this game?"

Mr Flowers
frowned. "You must promise never to tell anyone."

"I know."
Louise just wanted to know what this game was called. "I promise
not to tell anyone."

"We're having
sex."

"Oh," Louise
said while not understanding.

"Come here and
sit on my knee."

Louise closed
on Mr Flowers who picked her up and sat her on his knee. She
reached for a glass of lemonade while Mr Flowers drank from his
glass. At least she now knew what that game was called, although
having sex didn't sound like a game. That didn't matter, having sex
felt good for Louise, and she knew having sex felt good for Mr
Flowers too. Louise sipped her lemonade before remembering.

"Thank you for
this lemonade, Mr Flowers."

"This is my
pleasure, Louise."

Louise sipped
more of her lemonade, bitter and yet sweet, and of course
delightfully cold.


Chapter
Six

To say Sunday
mornings were chaotic in the Brooks' house was a vast
understatement. Even though they got up early and Mother always had
porridge cooking on the range, coffee brewing for her and Father,
milk on the dining table for the children; there never seemed to be
enough time to dress, eat, finally get ready, and get to church on
time. Louise had three summer outfits for church, where she chose
her light blue pleated dress which fell well past her knees, over
flesh coloured stockings and her best, black sandals which she
realised needed polishing. Louise went to the washhouse to do
that.

"Louise!"
Mother called.

"I won't be a
moment!"

"It's getting
late."

"Alright
Mother!"

Louise
polished, buffed, slipped them on and knelt to fasten the buckles.
She reached the dining table to take her seat, drank some milk and
ate her porridge, while Martin poked Theo who then cried.

"Martin, don't
do that," Father said calmly.

Instead, Martin
poked Theo again. Of course, unlike other fathers, their father
didn't do anything practical to stop Martin from misbehaving.

Eventually they
finished breakfast, where Mother washed their plates and Louise
dried. When that was finished, Mother put the baking dish into the
range, with roast beef, potatoes and carrots. Then they could leave
for the ten minute walk to church. On the way Martin tried to push
Louise, who squirmed out his way and pushed him, for Martin to
almost fall over.

"Don't you ever
push me," Louise threatened.

"Children...,"
Father warned, but a warning without action was pointless. The
Brooks family continued their walk.

Cherryvale
Methodist Church, on the corner of Labatt Street and Third Street,
was like Louise's house being red brick with a tall, pointed roof
of dark grey tiles, white-painted doors, and windows with
white-painted frames, although it was much bigger and had many,
large windows. To one side was a small spire: brick on the lower
part and white-painted clapboard on the higher part. In front of
the church just off Labatt Street, the congregation gathered like
every Sunday morning. That morning, Louise stood on her toes while
searching intently; something that came naturally after being
taught the five ballet positions. Then Louise spotted Mr Flowers
and wished for Mr Flowers to notice her. Mr Flowers must have
sensed Louise's wish because he turned his head and their eyes met,
before he waved and Louise waved back. Then he turned away to talk
with Mr Patterson while Louise felt her heart running fast. Of
course he turned away, because others there wouldn't understand
that she and he were special friends. At least Mr Flowers waved and
Louise waved back. Then the congregation began to enter the church,
red brick inside with dark-stained timber beams, dark brown timber
pews, and a dark brown timber rail, lectern and altar. Mother and
Father, with Theo and June, took their usual pew while Louise and
Martin sat beside. The pews filled almost silently, while at the
front, Reverend Anderson in his long white robe with a shorter
white shirt over, and a back-to-front collar which Father called a
dog collar, stood by the altar as he silently looked on. Louise
agreed with Father's comment about the dog collar, and indeed
Louise didn't like church except she had to go. She knew her
parents didn't like church, but Father said he wouldn't get
business for his law practice unless they went to church.

"Let us pray,"
Reverend Anderson said, with his voice echoing in the vast church,
for everyone to kneel. They prayed, sang a hymn, Reverend Anderson
went to the lectern for a sermon about putting material possessions
ahead of spiritual needs, which Louise sort-of understood, although
few in Cherryvale were wealthy; more like just getting by. Maybe
the sermon was intended for the few who were wealthy, like Mr
Strickland and even Father, who only went to church to get
business. After another prayer, another hymn and a final prayer,
the service was over and they all filed out while shaking hands
with Reverend Anderson now standing by the door. There they
gathered, or the congregation congregated, as Betty closed.

"How are you,
Louise?"

"I'm busy
getting ready for the show at the opera house."

"Have you
played hide and seek with Mr Flowers again?"

Louise looked
across and saw Mr Flowers nearby. "No I haven't," she said. "We
only did that once."

"I understand.
It would be strange to play hide and seek with a grown man."

Louise wished
she could tell Betty that men and girls could have sex just as well
as men and women, although she suspected boys couldn't have sex, or
maybe they could. In any case that had to remain a secret, because
Betty and everyone else in the congregation wouldn't understand.
Indeed, until three weeks ago, Louise never realised such things
were possible for her.

"After lunch,
do you want to come to my house?" Betty asked. "We can play
dress-ups."

"Oh yes!"
Louise exclaimed. Betty had many clothes which they often played
with, while Mrs Strickler let them play with her hats and fur
stoles. Mrs Strickler was fun, and often when Louise was there, Mrs
Strickler played jazz songs on her piano. "I'll come to your house
after lunch."

"I must
go."

Louise saw her
parents leaving. "I must go, too."

As her parents
headed away for their walk home, Louise fell in behind while
looking forward to a roast lunch, at that moment cooking in the
range, and later playing with her friend Betty.

* * *

Louise peered
around the curtain to see the opera house absolutely packed; not a
spare seat anywhere. She scanned the crowd looking for one in
particular, but there were too many.

"It's full out
there, young Louise," Mr Jackson said. "Will you be alright?"

"I'll dance
well," Louise said, while thinking she could only dance well if
Mother played the piano well.

"I mean, are
you worried by a big crowd like that?'

"No."

"Better you
than me."

Louise
continued scanning the crowd, and there she saw Mr Flowers while
her heart skipped a few beats. Louise didn't know if Mr Flowers
would come to that show, unless he came just to see her dance. Then
Mr Smith, dressed in a black suit with tails, closed.

"Hello Myra and
Louise."

"Hello Max,"
Mother greeted.

"Hello Mr
Smith," Louise greeted.

"I'll welcome
the audience, announce your dance, Louise, and then you both know
what to do."

"Mr Jackson; do
they know to shine a spotlight on me?" Louise asked.

"That's all
arranged."

"Good."

"Now, John," Mr
Smith said, "you can open the curtains."

Mr Jackson
pulled the cord to open the stage curtains, before Mr Smith walked
onto the stage where he gave a short speech, introducing their
first show after the summer's break, to be opened by Louise Brooks
dancing The Hesitation Waltz, accompanied by Mrs Myra Brooks.

Mr Smith walked
off the stage, as Louise walked on while the spotlight fell on her,
and Mother crossed behind Louise to the piano at the far end, where
she sat on the stool and arranged her music.

"One, two,
three."

Mother struck
the first chord as Louise commenced her dance, and for the more
than five minutes of that Tchaikovsky waltz, her dancing was
automatic, through to the end where Louise bowed to applause.
Louise straightened to see some standing while they clapped,
including Mr Flowers. She winked at him before she bowed again, and
then lifted her head to notice him wink at her, too. Louise bowed
once more before walking off the stage, still followed by the
spotlight, as applause lessened.

"You were
good," Mr Jackson said.

"I said I would
dance well. Now I must change to see the rest of the show." She
noticed something. "Why are you smiling?"

"Some call you
a brat, Louise Brooks, but you do belong on a stage."

Louise knew she
was called a brat and sometimes worse, as Mr Smith introduced the
next act, the Wichita Juggling Troupe, who then walked onto the
stage. Louise headed to the dressing room to change – she couldn't
watch the show in her frilly costume, but she wanted to see the
rest of it. She was sure it was going to be good.


Chapter
Seven

The next
morning, Saturday, they had their usual porridge for breakfast,
with glasses of milk for the children and coffee for Mother and
Father.

"Louise was
good, last night," Mother said. "She doesn't know the meaning of
the word stage fright."

"Surely the
other performers, the jugglers, the singers, the acrobats and that
band, don't get stage fright?" Louise asked.

"Some get
frightened; perhaps many do."

"Oh well,"
Louise said while thinking that over. "I know I dance well so
there's no need to be frightened."

"Do you still
want a career as a dancer?"

"Yes, I
do."

"Dancing is
just silly," Father said.

Father often
said that. "Dancing can't be a career in Cherryvale," Louise said,
"but dancing can be a career in a city like New York."

"Would you go
to New York to live?" Martin asked.

"When I'm old
enough, I will."

"Well, there
are many other things that need to happen before then," Mother
said. "Passing school for a start."

"I do well at
school," Louise insisted.

"Despite being
obsessed with reading and dancing, yes, you do well at school. Now,
on another matter, I noticed when we were in town yesterday
evening, there are two comedy movies screening at the Star Theatre,
The Tramp and The Bank, both starring Charlie Chaplin."

"Who's Charlie
Chaplin?" Louise asked.

"You know
Charlie Chaplin," Martin said. "He played a funny character in that
auto race movie we saw."

"Oh, alright,"
Louise said, although she didn't remember.

"We'll go to
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