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IN YOUR GARDEN NOW



Grass grows now tall and tangled
 where your cucumbers and melons
 once rolled in tight bunches
 green and gathered.



Youd clench your fists and draw in your lips
 with worry if you caught sight of what roams
 in your garden now.



Shaking your head in horror, youd be up before the sun
 raking and ridding the ground
 of clover and prickly vines,
 pigweed, and dandelions.



Youd mmmm, mm, mmm the rows
 until those weeds bowed in shame
 and pushed themselves up
 making room for your
 beans and sunripe tomatoes.



Youd dance upon the earth until she gave you back
 your delicate pansies and long, limber sunflowers.



And shed forget that you left her.



And youd smooth down the dirt
 with sprinkles of water that lay like teardrops
 in the prints you made neatly
 between the plants.




And together you and the earth
 would spring forth flowers and fruit
 rich and bountiful.



And together you and the earth
 would celebrate harvest and tolerate winter
 until the air warmed and the low blanket rose.



And you would smile and say
 Ill go to my garden now.



But now the earth has you buried
 deep within her bosom
 way beneath what tickles her surface
 and spreads across her skin
 in meadows and fields.



And she cannot stop the clover and the prickly vines
 from thickening
 nor can she stop
 the pigweed and the dandelions
 that fill up her furrowed brow.



So she reaches inside herself
 just to feel you there and covers your eyes
 so as not to worry you
 with what lies
 in your garden now.
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Looking at Your Landscape

Beginning a garden is a little like starting a relationship. You got to know before you hoe. And, ladies, you know what Im talking about. There are things you must find out about your partner before you decide to invest a lot of time and work in the friendship. Its the same for your gardening. You dont just decide that you like a place and start cultivating it without discovering things about the area. You need to examine the proposed spot for property borders, service-line locations, septic tanks, and leach fields. The condition of the soil, the amount of sunlight, the plants native to that area, these all need to be noted before breaking ground and sowing seed.

You want your relationship to work and evolve into the lovely state of matrimony? Then dont let yourself be surprised by what you didnt take the time to find out early in the relationship. You want a productive garden? Learn the landscape before you do the work.
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SAFETY IS OF THE LORDS was printed in three-foot-tall red letters, stretched high and wide across the back of the transfer truck that pulled out in front of Charlotte as she drove Highway 85 heading toward Chapel Hill.

Jesus! was all she said as she slammed on brakes and swerved onto the shoulder to avoid hitting it. And then, Shit. It wasnt until after the word had spilled out of her mouth, loud and unmistakably clear, that she remembered a church member was sitting next to her. She turned to her right to see if Beatrice was okay.

The older woman was pale but certainly fine, having reached out in front of her, bracing herself for the collision. White-knuckled and rigid, she softened as the car rolled forward and finally stopped. Since the near miss was over, she blew out a noisy puff of air. Seconds later she loosened her grip and released her hands from the curved black plastic, touched at the hair on her forehead, and asked, My God, is that from the Old or the New Testament?

There were prints from her fingers still showing on the dashboard.

Charlotte had pulled off to the side of the road and put the car into park. She closed her eyes and dropped her chin to her chest. Her heart was pounding. She hadnt had such a close call on the highway in a long time. It unnerved her and she knew that she needed a few minutes to get herself together. Other vehicles flew past them, almost lifting the little car back onto the road. Finally, Charlotte turned to Beatrice, remembering that she had asked a question.

Is what from the Old or New Testament? She was still rattled.

That sentence. Beatrice smoothed out the front of her dress and tugged at her panty hose.

Charlotte was confused. She shrugged her shoulders as if to signal that she wasnt following Beatrices line of thinking.

On that truck. It said Safety is of the Lords. Is that from before or after Jesus?

Charlotte then remembered the sign on the truck. She shook her head at the question while putting the car into gear. She signaled and pulled onto the interstate slowly. Its from a psalm, I guess. She looked in her rearview mirror and watched as the cars behind them moved into the left lanes, allowing her space to merge.

Its nice, I think. Beatrice lowered the visor and began studying herself in the mirror.

Charlotte started to mention the irony of such a quotation on a vehicle that had almost crushed them; but as she turned to say something to Beatrice, the older woman already seemed to have forgotten what shed said. She was reaching down on the floor-board to open her purse. She took out her lipstick and painted her lips bright pink, as if the near wreck had reminded her to do what she usually never forgot, be ready. She flipped up the visor, smacking her lips together, and offered the lipstick to Charlotte, who raised her hand and politely refused.

No, of course not, pink is not your color. Beatrice put the cover on the lipstick and stowed it in her purse. She took a breath.

Have you seen the Mary Kay samples for fall? Theres some lovely corals and mauves that I think would match your fair skin and dark hair nicely. And I believe we can find some eye pencils that will draw out that gold in your eyes.

Charlotte did not reply.

For some time now, Beatrice had been trying to help her pastor find her colors and perk up her wardrobe. She seemed satisfied that Charlotte no longer needed a hobby or craft to occupy her time, but she continued to struggle with the idea that the young woman acted as if she did not care about her appearance.

Louise told Charlotte that Beatrice had found an article in some magazine she picked up on her honeymoon that said that failure to show interest in basic grooming skills was a sign of depression. Louise had told her that if that were the case, then depression might come in handy for Charlotte, who she knew was trying to save money, since blush and eye shadow could be quite expensive; and that Louise, in her entire life, had never worn makeup and she did not consider herself depressed. But Beatrice wasnt worried about Louise. She was worried about Charlotte.

In the last few months, the young preacher seemed to have folded within herself in a way that was subtle but still noticeable. She continued to do her work, preach, visit, all the things that were expected; but there was a distance in her conversations, a lack of focus that even Margaret had observed. She, of course, had said to let it alone, that Charlotte would discover her own way through this, but Beatrice was convinced that she could find something in her cosmetic bag that might help, even if just a little.

Charlotte picked up speed. The late morning sun poured into the car and she began to get warm, so she increased the volume of the air conditioner and turned the vents toward her, hoping the noise might also limit any further conversation.

Unlike Beatrice, she did not think of herself as depressed. She did not think she had changed. She knew that she felt more tired than usual, a little uninterested in things at hand. But she only thought she was overworked, called her lack of energy and her sleeplessness the result of too many appointments and a crazy schedule that recently had included late-night emergency calls to the hospital, three summer weddings, and now this, another suicide attempt by Nadine Klenner.

Since the accident and Brittanys death, Nadine had become broken and unhinged in a way that seemed completely hopeless. Nothing nor anyone was able to help. Her spiral down into despair started with the use of Valium and other prescribed drugs, just to get through the night, she had told the doctor. Then she went to cheaper means of escape, alcohol, over-the-counter medications, and even a little pot she was able to get from some guy who had moved in down the street from where she lived.

Her first attempt, at Christmas, had been a bad mix of wine and drugs; but she claimed she had just made a mistake in taking too many sleeping pills. After she promised to get into counseling, the doctor released her without a follow-up.

The second time, a Monday morning in April, Nadine got up in the middle of the night. She called Charlotte, just to talk, she had said; but Charlotte knew something was wrong. By the time the preacher was able to call 911 and get over to the house, Nadine had passed out in the bathtub, the cuts on the insides of her wrists deep but fresh; and they were able to stop the bleeding before that attempt had become successful. She went to a rehab for three months.

This time she was visiting a friend, her mother said. They had gone out for dinner; it was Brittanys birthday. The friend told the police that things had been fine, that Nadine had been sad and wanted to get back home early to put flowers on the grave, but that she seemed okay. And then, just as they were leaving the restaurant, she said something like Maybe the best way is the same way and stepped off the curb right into oncoming traffic. She was hit by a taxi and thrown across the street.

She was in a regular room at the University Hospital since the medical doctor did not know that this was Nadines idea of a fair and easy way to die. He merely thought she had been distracted or nonattentive when she had tried to cross a busy street.

Hopefully, Charlotte thought, somebody has realized that this was no accident and when Nadine is stronger, theyll move her to the psychiatric unit. Of course she knew that didnt mean it could be fixed. Charlotte understood that if a person is set on dying, no pill or therapy or suicide watch on a hospital floor where all the doors are locked can stop it. If Nadine meant to kill herself, Charlotte didnt really think there was anything that could be done to prevent it.

I hope these balloon flowers arent too much for Nadines room. I wanted to bring some of my lavender border phlox but they had the spider mites, so I just picked a few of these. Beatrice had the vase of flowers in a box near her feet. Luckily they had not turned over in the sudden stop.

Beatrice kept talking about the pests in her garden, but Charlotte heard none of it. She was thinking about her recent decision to plant geraniums and late marigolds around the front door of the parsonage. She had gone to a store and bought some flowers, even though the clerk said it was too late for them to grow and that she would not be able to get a refund if they died and that maybe she should wait for the pansies.

She recalled finding roots and vines around the porch and discovering that there was too much shade from the big sweet gum near the driveway so that she had to change the location of her little flower bed. She remembered walking around searching for a place to plant the flowers and noticing a spot near the clothesline that seemed to have sandy soil and could have been a site once before for someones garden, although now it was primarily ignored and weedy. She thought of how, after she bought the plants and the wrong fertilizer, she had roamed about the yard seeing the places where things used to grow and areas that could never support vegetables and flowers, rocky patches and deep rich soil, sites shed never noticed until she really paid attention.

As Beatrice babbled on about daylilies, potato bugs, and her monthly articles in the Hope Springs Garden Club newsletter, Charlotte reflected upon the landscape of somebodys life. She thought about Nadine and her struggle to stay alive. She thought about Louise and Roxie and the things people never tell. She thought about how complicated one person can be, a single life in a world of lives hidden with plots and stretches that will not nurture a seed, beds that cover poison and electric lines and should never be cultivated. Slopes that drain and collect water. Spots that never see the sun. And the young minister wondered how people can ever really heal and grow if they do not recognize and honor their limitations, deal with the secrets and the trouble areas, walk the land on which they live.


She thought about her own heart and the condition of her spirit. The long dry months that had passed, and how it seemed that nothing good had taken hold inside her and begun to grow. The lifelessness that characterized the climate of her own soul.

Charlotte drove on but did not comment while Beatrice continued to talk about first one thing and then another. She and Dick were remodeling her house to include a Florida room where the deck had been, and she was sure the contractor was stealing their money. Her daughter had left her job and was thinking about starting some computer company. And Beatrice had planned to talk to the committee because she was considering printing a little update for the church cookbook. It seemed that Laura Purvey, from the Baptist Church, had pointed out that some of the recipes werent clear and that Beatrice thought a little handout or instruction booklet might be helpful.

Charlotte was only halfway listening to the older woman talking on at great length about how Mrs. Purvey had called Beatrice to ask if the milk in the prune cake recipe was supposed to be evaporated milk or condensed milk and that Beatrice had tried both kinds three different times each because she wasnt sure herself. But that she had finally decided that the condensed milk had been right in the first place even if it did make the sauce a little sweet for some folks taste. And that maybe when the committee met they could consider whether it might be helpful to have a little cookbook guide to go along with the cookbook and what did the pastor think?

Charlotte, not really knowing what the question was, merely nodded a response and mentioned that the hospital parking lot was difficult to find and asked if Beatrice would keep an eye out for the entrance sign. It did halt the conversation as Charlotte had hoped, so that by the time they finally spotted the parking complex, Beatrice had forgotten her idea and was now rambling on about how doctors design hospitals to disorient their patients so they wont notice their bills.

Charlotte agreed that this was actually an intelligent observation and had found that most medical facilities were hard to figure out and that the University Hospital was one of the most difficult. It is long and scrambled, she noted, a series of walkways and buildings that seem to go on for miles. An assortment of old and new treatment areas, it is scattered and loosely connected with signs and arrows but no systematic way of finding rooms. It took Charlotte and Beatrice twenty minutes, outside and inincluding two trips back to the information desk and directions from four volunteers, one nurse, and two men in lab coatsbefore they finally found Nadines room.

Beatrice asked more people than that, but at least three others she tried to talk to couldnt speak English and another, a doctor in a hurry, only pointed them back to the first entrance near the parking deck. Beatrice was about ready to pick up the emergency phone in the elevator when the two men in lab coats gave them proper directions.

Nadine was on a medical-surgical floor, the fourth, at the end of a short hall near the fire escape. When they walked in, she was propped up, leaning against her pillow, facing the window. Her breakfast tray, untouched and intact, was still sitting on the table in front of her.

Nadine Klenner, you havent even taken your morning meal. Beatrice barreled into the room and set her arrangement of flowers on the small side table next to the bed. Youll have to eat if you want to get your strength back. And she began pulling the lids and plastic off the cups and plates.

Nadine turned toward her visitors. Her face was pale, her eyes dim. She watched as Beatrice rearranged things, trying to make the meal more appetizing.

Hey Nadine. Charlotte walked around Beatrice to the other side of the bed, in front of the window.

Hey, she replied softly.

You know, this stuff is no good, Beatrice said. Would you like me to get you a hot breakfast? She peered at Nadine, then at Charlotte as if she could tell her where the cafeteria was.

Im not very hungry, Mrs. Newgarden. Nadine pulled herself up a bit in the bed.

Its Mrs. Witherspoon now, remember? Charlotte lifted her voice in such a way to try and lighten the mood of Nadines room, which felt sad and heavy.

Beatrice blushed and rolled her eyes.

Oh yes, I forgot. Youve been married, what? A month now? Nadine tried to manage a smile.

Six weeks tomorrow, Beatrice responded. And no, Im not pregnant. Its just newlywed weight. She ran her hands across her belly playfully.

Beatrice and Dick went to the Bahamas for their honeymoon. Charlotte reached in her pocket and fumbled with her car keys.

And it was too hot to be going there in June, Beatrice said as she slid the bedside table closer to Nadine. Dick got his head sunburned the first day, complained the rest of the time because the straw hats hurt him. And nude women? She threw her hands in the air. I have never seen so much nakedness! She picked up the flowers and put them next to the breakfast tray. I think thats why Dick got burned. Sitting out there at the pool, his brain went soft and his head became a magnet for the sun rays.

Charlotte ignored Beatrice and noticed the cuts and bruises on Nadines face, the IV stuck and taped to her left hand. Nadine met her eyes and the pastor reached out her hand and touched Nadines arm.

How you doing, Nadine?

Nadine was quiet for a minute before she answered. Oh, Im okay, I guess. Broken ribs, ruptured spleen, bruised hip; nothing major. She seemed disappointed.

What was it that hit you, honey, a yellow cab or a minivan?

Charlotte glared at Beatrice as if she couldnt believe the question.

The older woman continued. Because Ive heard both.

Nadine almost laughed. It was a taxi, Mrs. Witherspoon, but Im not sure it was yellow.

Baby, call me Bea, and I know your mamas glad it was only a car because if it had been a minivanwell, lets just say, you might not be here to tell us about that. She winked at Nadine and turned to Charlotte, who wasnt sure what to say next but worried that if she didnt say something, Beatrice would keep talking.

You know, maybe Nadine would like something else to eat. Charlotte was thinking while she spoke. I bet a milkshake would taste good. She walked around the bed and stood next to Beatrice. The cafeteria is on the ground floor. If you go back to the elevator, push the button marked G, you should be able to find it. Theres a snack bar section and I think you can get Nadine a milkshake.

Quickly, she asked Nadine, Would you like chocolate or vanilla?


Nadine was confused. Um, chocolate I guess.

Charlotte put her arm around Beatrices waist and walked with her out the door before the older woman could even respond. Then the preacher turned around and came back into the room. But before she said anything to Nadine, Beatrice was behind her. Ill need my purse, she said without sounding at all like she realized she was being sent away. She picked up her purse and hurried out the door.

Charlotte sighed and closed her eyes, then pulled up a chair and sat down next to Nadine. They smiled at each other, thinking of Beatrice and how she loved to talk. An attendant came in, took the tray from the bedside table, and closed the door behind him. Then there was a long, awkward silence as the two women sat listening to the sounds down the hall and outside but to nothing from inside the room.

Finally, Charlotte spoke. They treat you okay here?

Its all right, Nadine replied. And then another pause. Some people like this hospital. She nodded while she spoke. They say its better than the ones in Greensboro.

Charlotte was at a loss for what to say in response.

Theyre all about the same, I think, the patient added.

Charlotte fiddled with the hem of her dress. Someone down the hall was calling for a nurse. She decided not to comment. Construction crews were outside. The men were loud, working somewhere just below the window.

Your mama visit? Charlotte already knew Nadines mother had been at the hospital constantly. That she had been staying at night and still working at her job during the day.

Yeah. She and my aunts have been here the whole time. Nadine shifted a bit in the bed.


Charlotte wondered about Ray, Nadines ex-husband. She knew they were having trouble before Brittany died. Nadines mother had told the pastor before church one Sunday about Ray moving out. She had tried to mention it to Nadine, get her to open up about it; but Nadine didnt act like she wanted to talk about her marriage. She was as closed about that as she was about most things.

Charlotte liked Ray. He had been good with the little girl, and he appeared to care about Nadine. He came to church as much as the rest of the family. Quiet, hardworking, he seemed to be a solid man, one of those who provided for his family while keeping his own desires at bay.

Charlotte remembered thinking after seeing them together one night that they would be able to work things out, that there was enough familiarity and good intention to buoy the marriage, that somehow in the thoughts of leaving and in the realizing of what divorce would mean, they might find enough to stay together. But then the wreck happened and the one person they both loved exactly the same amount, the one event they both knew was the best of life that they had ever been a part of, the child they had created and protected, was gone. And now there was a space between them, wide and noticeable, so that even when they stood near each other, touched, or held something between them to connect them, they remained out of balance somehow. There was just too much broken on each side to bridge them back together.

Charlotte wanted to ask about Ray, if he had been to visit her, if they were still friends, how he was doing with Brittanys death. But it just seemed to be another minefield that perhaps should be avoided in this setting.


Nadine faced Charlotte. It was her birthday.

Charlotte nodded, startled at Nadines sudden openness. She waited, then replied. I know, the day of the she hesitated, accident. She finished the sentence.

Yeah.

Nadine sat up a little in the bed, pulled the pillow up so that it would be situated behind her head. She flinched as she leaned too much to the right side where most of her injuries were. Charlotte stood up to help her; but then Nadine settled on her own.

I guess you know I did this. Nadine said it quickly, matter-of-factly; and Charlotte returned to the chair without saying anything.

Nadine searched Charlottes eyes and then looked away. I guess you think its a sin. She pushed the pillow down a bit with her good arm.

I dont think that, Charlotte said easily. I think it means youre in trouble, that you need some help; but I dont think of it as a sin.

Nadine did not lift her face. She rolled a little toward her left side.

She said, I worry that shes all alone up there. That she had her birthday and nobody remembered. She brushed her hair out of her face and waited a minute before she continued.

She loved parties, you know?

Charlotte smiled, remembering how Brittany had stood up in church one Sunday to announce her party and invite everyone.

But then I think, how can you have a birthday when youre dead? I mean, what is it to celebrate your being born when youre not alive anymore?


Charlotte took a deep breath and watched life outside the window. The sun was white and high and the sky was clear. She could see the long crooked arm of a crane lifting steel beams to the roof. She could hear the voices of the workers calling out directions to one another. And she could make out the sounds of traffic on the streets below and the calls of birds that flew above and around everything else that was going on.

She thought Nadines question was a good one and one that she had never considered. Maybe in heaven or the next life, whatever it is, your birthday is really the day you died, the day you were birthed into another world. Or maybe they do remember the day you were born on earth and you celebrate the time you were there even though the time is over. Charlotte had no idea how to answer Nadine. And she worried that she was disappointing the young woman with her silence.

Thats not really the worst part, though. Nadine followed Charlottes gaze and stared into the sun. She stopped for some time while Charlotte waited without a word; and then she went on.

The worst part is thinking about the minutes before she died, how it was for her when the first piece of glass cut her little face. How I did nothing to keep it from her. She reached up and slid her finger down her cheek, across her chin, and then dropped her hand into the sheets.

Or the moment when she was ripped and thrown from her seat, that second when she knew I wasnt going to defend her. That awful, terrible moment, as quick as it may have been, when she expected me to stop what was happening to her and then knew that I couldnt or wouldnt. Nadine quit talking and the room fell silent again.


Charlotte looked away from Nadine, who lay tormented by what she believed to be a mothers ultimate betrayal, letting her child die, and down into her own lap and began to study her hands. She thought how useless they seemed, held in each other and resting at the roll of her stomach. She unfolded them and spread them out across the tops of her legs, noticing the lines that ran along the knuckles, the veins that crossed and disappeared beneath the ten-dons. She examined the hairs, the tiny scars, the chipped, splotchy nails.

Charlotte thought about how her hands, like a mothers hands, touched things and held things but how they had never really saved anything or anyone. She turned them over and noticed the blisters on the flaps of skin between her fingers and thumbs and remembered how she had tried to hoe the patch of ground around the parsonage to plant those few flowers but that the ground had been too hard to dig, the grass and weeds too thick. She thought about how she had started with just the desire to have some color around the house, a little garden to plant things, but how her hands had failed to cut through the years of neglect and disarray and how the flowers now were dead in their little plastic trays, thrown somewhere near the garbage can back behind the house.

She remembered how her hands, just like Nadines hands, had not been able to pump life back into the little girl. How they had not wrestled her own sister from the hold of death. How they had not stopped the coming of evil. They were not able to brush away sorrow. They had not healed or fixed or soothed. And Charlotte just sat there, staring at them as the young woman waited quietly in her bed, and she wondered if God had hands or if he had cut them off after he created the world, watching tenderly but powerlessly as it grew and shaped itself on its own. She wondered if Nadine now hated her hands. Then she curled her fingers into fists and dropped them to her sides, out of sight.

She thought of some things she might say. Things like maybe there was no moment like Nadine imagined; that maybe an angel came even before that split second of impact and with angel hands, sturdy yet gentle, snatched the little soul from her body before there was any pain; that Jesus reached into the car with his scarred and holy hands just before that frightening moment and distracted Brittany from her mothers useless human hands and their inability to save her, and whisked her away to some heaven that makes little girls forget about the things that frighten them and the things they must leave behind.

Charlotte wanted to tell the young mother whose only child was dead that God would not have let the little girl suffer one minute of fear or distress or disappointment; that in that blink of an eye when death came, it was like the light of the sun outside, blinding and quick, and that Brittany passed from this world to the next without even a second of injury.

But the preacher was not sure that this was so; and Nadine didnt act as if she would listen to such words anyway. So she did not speak of hopeful things or mighty things
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