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There was tension in the air surrounding the three figures seated at an old, scarred, and water-stained table in the dim room off the kitchen. The woman at the head of the table clutched a large tumbler, her fingers tipped with uneven, blood-red nails. She pressed the cup to her lips and took large gulps of a swarthy liquid. Then she stared into its depths as if hoping for something more. A plate of uninspired food sat before her, appearing to have been untouched.

The two other occupants were girls: a teenager to the woman’s right and a much younger girl to her left. Emma, the teenager, was striking, with ash-blonde hair and vivid blue eyes. Stevie mirrored the woman, with the same dark hair, dark eyes, and a thin mouth. Both girls attacked their plates, shoveling lukewarm fish sticks, canned vegetables, and pork and beans into their mouths as if they were in an eating contest.

“How could he do it?” the woman moaned. This caused the girls to move even faster. “After everything I gave up for him, and all the embarrassment. I never complained, but people knew, they knew all right just how things were with us.” Paula lifted the tumbler once more and gulped until the contents had been drained.

She pushed back her chair and stood up slowly. Her languid motion may have resulted from the liquid she had drunk, but it had also lent her movements an unexpected and undeserved grandeur.

She picked up her plate and carried it into another room.

“This is for the night Emma was born, when you stayed at the bar, drunk, after losing all your pay in a pool game. I had to beg our landlady, Mrs. Drew, for a ride, horrifying pains jolting through me every few minutes. She never believed we were really married, and she bad-mouthed me all the way to the hospital!” Paula's voice began as a bellow and ended as a moan.

The two girls paused momentarily, on the alert for what they knew must come. A moment later, there was a clunk, then the dull thud of something hitting the floor.

Coming around the corner of the doorway, the woman approached her younger daughter, who was busy trying to scoop small, round beans from her plate onto her fork. The woman reached out and took Stevie’s plate off the table. Stevie opened her mouth as if to protest, but instead she quickly shoved the fork with its meager load of beans inside it, watching her mother carry her plate out of the room.

“This is for the year you forgot my birthday and our anniversary, but you sent your sister-in-law a bouquet because she broke her toe stumbling over a curb. She’d been out drinking with you and your fool brother, who was too stupid to realize you always had the hots for her!” Paula accused the empty room. Again came the sound of an impact followed by a thud.

She returned to the dining room table and approached her teenage daughter. By then, the girl’s plate was nearly empty, but as the woman’s hands reached to grab it, Emma unexpectedly stood up and held the desired object above her head. She was several inches taller than her mother, and by holding the plate this way, she effectively prevented her from being able to reach it.

The younger girl, Stevie, watched with interest. Everything that had occurred until then had been commonplace in this household, but her sister's rebellion was something new.

Paula's dark eyes fixed upon the lighter eyes of her daughter with evident surprise.

“I’m going to finish my dinner if you don’t mind,” the girl stated firmly.

“Emma Cooper, you give me that plate,” Paula ordered, her eyes narrowing. The sudden conflict had cleared her head somewhat, and she seemed steadier but more menacing.

“You can have my plate when I’m done with it,” Em said, matching her mother glare for glare.

Her mother gave her a dark look for a moment, then suddenly her right hand came flying and slapped Em square on her cheek. Stevie gasped as if she’d felt the impact herself.

Em held her ground for a moment before lowering the plate and banging it down upon the table. She glared at her mother and said, “Take it, since it’s so important to you,” then turned and strode noisily out of the room.

Their mother stared at Em’s abandoned plate as they heard her footsteps pound up the creaky stairs, followed by the slamming of a door.

“Em,” Paula said, not to call her daughter back but as if stating a bare fact.

She picked up the plate, which seemed to be a heavier burden than the two that had preceded it even though it was nearly empty.

With Em gone, Stevie quietly followed her mother into the living room and stood just inside the doorway.

Her mother stood facing the fireplace wall. Severe soot blackened the firebox opening. The steel grate had nasty half-consumed logs on it that had been there since before Paula had moved in with the girls. She didn’t trust the integrity of the fireplace and had never attempted to light a fire in it. Grimy tan bricks covered the entire wall of the room.

“This,” Paula said, so quietly that Stevie had trouble making out her words, “is for the time you left–and never came back.” Paula sent the plate flying. It contacted the brick wall, causing a ceramic shard to break off before it fell to the worn carpet with a thud. The brick wall also sustained damage from the encounter with the plate. An examination of the brick wall revealed a multitude of nicks, lighter areas that stood out like scars, testifying that Paula performed this ritual frequently.

Now bereft of plates, Paula turned and walked away, presumably headed for her room. Stevie stepped forward and assessed the mess. Food dotted the stained blue carpet. The plates remained mostly whole, but each bore clear nicks and other damage. Her mother would insist on discarding and replacing them to erase reminders of her alcohol-fueled tantrum. Stevie retrieved a grocery bag from the kitchen and gathered the broken plates. With no vacuum cleaner, picking up the food was tedious. She had swept the rug before, but it always felt like fruitless work. So she crouched and scooped up the food with her right hand, and collected it in her left. She hurried to the kitchen to dump it in the garbage, then returned and repeated the process. After the third trip, the floor appeared to be roughly the same as it had been prior to the incident.

Stevie picked up the bag containing the plates and carried it carefully out the back door.

“Here’s $3.25,” Paula said, handing this amount to Em. “Go to Jenny’s and get some more plates.” They had been eating off thin paper ones for the past few days.

Em still wasn’t talking much to her mother, but she mumbled “okay” as she accepted the three singles and a quarter. She thought it was foolish to buy only three plates, what with her mother’s propensity to throw things, but she knew it was futile to ask for any more money.

Em was already outside when Stevie ran up to her. “Can I come along?” she asked.

Em gazed thoughtfully at the hopeful expression on Stevie’s upturned face. It was their mother’s face in miniature, with her dark eyes and pointed chin.

Em and Stevie’s relationship had always been strained by their age difference, and it had worsened after their father had left and their mother had given up trying. That was when Em had emotionally separated herself from her family, living as solitary a life as possible ever since while counting down the days to adulthood and escape. She sometimes felt guilty as the elder sister for ignoring Stevie, especially since their lives lacked any guiding parental presence.

“Sure, come along,” Em said, and began walking. Stevie fell into step beside her.

They walked in silence all the way to Jenny’s Resale Shop. The building was on the edge of town and was dilapidated and neglected. The contents of the shop were always strewn about as if many hands had just been scavenging through them, but Em rarely saw other shoppers unless she came on a Saturday.

Stacked on some shelves near the window, the plates were a hodgepodge of colors and shapes. Em stood before the shelves and scanned the rows carefully.

At first, when Paula sent Em for replacement plates, Em had chosen carefully. She'd picked designs she would have liked in her own home. But soon she felt the disappointment of seeing her choices destroyed in her mother's next outburst. Eventually, she took less care in her choices. She simply tried to get something different from what they'd had before and to make sure the plates matched. She also tried to pick thin plates to shorten Paula’s fits. If a plate wasn't damaged enough to suit her, Paula would just throw it again, citing another affront from her absent husband.

It was becoming more difficult for Em to find an unfamiliar pattern. As she gazed at the haphazard stacks of plates, she noticed movement from the corner of her eye. When she turned to look, she saw Stevie holding a plate in her right hand and comparing it with something in her left. The item in her left hand was too small for Em to identify. She was about to ask her younger sister what she was doing, but she had homework waiting for her and didn’t want to waste time.

She was just settling on some white plates with shamrocks around the edge when Stevie came up to her holding a cobalt blue plate. “Can we get this one?” Stevie asked.

“Why?”

“I like the color.”

“Are there three of them?” Em asked. She preferred the plates with the shamrocks herself but what difference did it make?

“There’s only one.”

“Then the plates wouldn’t match,” Em remarked inanely, realizing for the first time that her criteria were pointless.

“Does that matter?” Stevie asked, echoing her thoughts.

“Look, Stevie, you know Mother is just going to destroy them. I used to bring home plates I liked, but what was the use? In a few days or a week, they’ll be in the trash.”

“I know. It’s okay. I still want to buy it.”

“All right,” Em said. She needed to get back to her schoolwork. She took the plate from Stevie along with two shamrock plates and headed to the counter.

Em held the plates to her chest as they walked home. Stevie walked next to her silently.

“Hey, what was that thing I saw you holding up to the blue plate when we were in the store?” Em thought to ask.

“I was just checking the color.”

“Checking it compared to what?” Em paused and turned toward her sister.

Stevie fished something out of the pocket of her jeans and held it out in her open palm. It was a shard of glass or ceramic that was teal blue. Em assumed it was from a broken plate.

“That’s not the same color as the plate we just bought,” Em remarked, frowning.

“I wasn’t looking for the same color. I wanted something bluer.”

Em shook her head and resumed walking. The explanation meant nothing to her, but she wasn’t about to discuss a used plate that cost a dollar any longer. They walked the rest of the distance home in silence.

It was only a few days later that Paula once again eagerly downed the contents of her tumbler at dinnertime and carried her plate of hot dogs, clumpy macaroni and cheese, and hominy into the living room. “This is for the time you promised to meet me at the diner when I was sixteen and you left me waiting for almost three hours. All the other girls were laughing at me, and the guys’ comments made me blush. And the only explanation you gave me when you got there was, 'I said I’d be here, now drop it!'” The expected clunk and thud followed Paula’s  imitation of her husband’s husky voice.

She walked back into the dining room, her eyes wildly seeking her next projectile. As Em braced herself to protect her dinner, Stevie calmly held her plate out toward their mother. Em recognized it as the cobalt blue plate Stevie had chosen at Jenny’s Resale Shop. Despite having half her dinner left, Stevie handed the plate to Paula without hesitation. Paula paused, surprised by Stevie’s gesture, before taking the plate and turning back toward the living room.

Em looked at her sister as she sat across from her. It was impossible to see her clearly. It was twilight, and no one had bothered to turn on the overhead light. But from what Em could discern about her expression, it seemed to be serene. Em was so intent on trying to understand what Stevie was up to that she forgot the need to eat in haste. All too quickly, her mother was back, seeking her third flying disk. Em relinquished her plate without a skirmish. Puzzled by Stevie’s behavior, she was determined to find out what her little sister was up to.

Paula wandered away after sending the third plate thudding to the floor of the living room. Stevie glanced at Em. It was unusual for her to remain downstairs after their mother had caused one of her scenes. Em gave Stevie a nod. “Go ahead, do what you normally do,” Em said.

Stevie shrugged and began her usual ritual. She picked up the scattered plates and placed them in a grocery bag. Scooping up handfuls of food, she tossed them into the kitchen garbage one after another. When she had cleared away as much as she could, she ran her hand across the carpet to make any remnants less noticeable.

“Now what do you do?” Em asked.

“Are you really interested?” The question was a challenge. Stevie stood straight with her shoulders back, clutching the grocery bag containing damaged plates with her right hand.

“Yes.”

“Okay, come with me.” Stevie turned and walked through the kitchen toward the back door. Even though it was a chilly night, Em followed her without complaint.

As they exited the house, the cold air on her face made Em feel invigorated. She had to rush to catch up with Stevie, who was marching across the lawn directly toward the garage.

The garage was a lumbering, ramshackle structure behind and to the right of the house. A 1951 Dodge Coronet sat on rotting tires and was the only automobile housed there. Jammed with all types of debris from yard tools to old newspapers to a half-collapsed workbench, there was little room to move around inside. Em had not been in the garage since they had first looked at the place before her mother had rented it.

Stevie moved to one dark corner and, after a moment, turned on a ponderous metal work light hanging from a nail on the wall. Em noticed a couple of dozen objects in neat rows on the stained concrete floor beneath. As she neared the objects, Stevie grabbed the handle of the work light in both hands and held it lower so Em could see them more clearly.

They were flowerpots and saucers of different sizes; the surfaces covered by various colored and shaped pieces of... what? Tiles? No, after a moment, Em realized what they were: glass and ceramic fragments from broken plates.

“You made these mosaics?” Em asked. She squatted down to look at them more closely. There was no grout, and some were crudely done. But others testified to the great care taken in matching up their pieces. A couple of them–one a depiction of a wishing well complete with a bucket of water and another of hovering dragonflies that wasn’t quite finished-were exquisite.

Stevie sat down cross-legged on the floor. “Yes, I made them. I found a big can of epoxy in here. I use it to glue the pieces onto the items.”

“You’d better be careful; that stuff can be toxic.”

“I make sure not to touch it with my hands, and I always open the window before I use it,” Stevie said, pointing toward a window with such a warped frame Em could scarcely believe it still functioned.

“I don’t have any grout, though,” Stevie remarked. “They have it at the hardware store, but I don't have enough money to buy it.”

Em carefully picked up the flowerpot with the dragonflies. She could hear Stevie scooting closer to her on the cement floor.

“That’s the one I’m working on now. Be careful.”

“Is this what you wanted the blue plate for?” The near-perfect symmetry of the green and pink fragments of the dragonfly wings delighted Em’s eyes.

“Yes, the blue will look good next to the greens,” Stevie replied.

Em admired her sister’s work silently for a moment. She had taken Stevie’s presence very much for granted up until then. Now, she suddenly realized there was another person of substance in the house.

“When did you start doing this?” Em asked, carefully placing the flowerpot back on the floor.

Stevie seemed to breathe easier once her creation was safely back with the others. "I started working on these several months ago. Remember when Mother first started throwing things? She used to make you clean up afterward. I knew you hated doing it, so I took over. One day, I picked up a piece that had broken off of a plate and I liked the way it shone in the light. Instead of throwing things out, I put the plates in a bag and hid them in the garage. There was plenty of room here."

"On a school field trip, we passed a town with a huge wall decoration made of little broken pieces like these. It was beautiful. I asked my teacher what it was, and she said it was a mosaic. When we got back, I found an old hammer and started breaking the plates into smaller pieces. Then I found how much fun it was to fit them together in new ways."

Stevie rose and laboriously lifted the work lamp back onto its nail on the wall. Then she rummaged around a bit and came back with an old hammer and the newest bag of plates. She took out a shamrock dinner plate with a chipped edge and set it on the floor in front of Em. “Hit it with the hammer,” she urged, handing the tool to her sister. “Banging plates into pieces can make you feel better, you’ll see.”

Em sat down on the floor, the hammer in her hand. She remembered the timbre of her mother’s voice, - loud, shrill, convicting, - her dark eyes full of anger, the sting of her mother’s open hand upon her cheek. “Mother, this is for the time...” she began, lifting her arm high.

To her surprise, Stevie grabbed the hammer in midair. She could not remove it from Em’s grasp, but her strength was enough to keep her sister from wielding it as she intended. “No, Em! Don’t use it for being angry with Mother.”

“What else is there to use it for?” Em asked, lowering her arm.

"Just for the way things are," Stevie replied. "Not against mother. Then you'd just be holding a grudge the way she's holding grudges against our father. Besides, I feel sorry for her,"

"Sorry?" Em said, surprised. "You're sorry for her? You've heard what she says about our father. She's probably telling the truth. Does he sound worth pining for? Should she be ruining her life and ours for him?"

Stevie had a pained look on her face. "No, of course not. But do you think she means to do it?"

"I think she chooses to do it, yes," Em replied. "She's a grown woman. She could move on and do what she can to make our lives better instead of wasting her time on him."

Stevie shook her head slowly. "I think you're wrong. I think she can't help it; it's just the way it is for her. And I do feel sorry for her. Someday we'll be grown and we'll have our own lives to move on to, but she'll still be ‘pining’ for our father. And she'll be alone."

In her eagerness to move away, Em had never thought about what the future might hold for the rest of her family. But as she listened to Stevie in the quiet garage, a new awareness settled over her: when she left at eighteen, it would mean leaving behind not only her mother but also Stevie. The realization struck—here in the garage with her little sister, Em saw just how hardhearted she had become and how selfish her thoughts had been. Their mother's obsession with their missing father was not Stevie's fault any more than it was her own. Now, as the older sister, she resolved to do what she could to make things easier for Stevie, to give her someone to confide in, and to help bear the burden of their messed-up childhoods.

Em put down the hammer, feeling a subtle shift settle between them—a moment of decision amid the boxes and dust. "Do you remember how we used to play Go Fish when you were younger?" she asked. "Why don't we go inside and play a few hands now?"

"Sure, why not?" Stevie replied. She smiled, and Em realized it was the first sign of happiness she'd seen on her sister's face in a long time. Stevie's physical resemblance to their mother was profound, but her spirit was her own, clean and unbroken.
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