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  For Grandma, for what might have been


  



  
    
      But all lost things are in the angels keeping,


      
        
          Love;

        

      


      No past is dead for us, but only sleeping,


      
        
          Love;

        

      


      The years of Heaven will all earths little pain


      
        
          Make good,

        

      


      Together there we can begin again


      
        
          In babyhood.

        

      


      
        from Helen Hunt Jacksons poem At Last
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  Miss Isabelle, Present Day


  I ACTED HATEFUL to Dorrie the first time we met, a decade or so ago. A person gets up in years and she forgets to use her filters. Or shes beyond
  caring. Dorrie thought I didnt care for the color of her skin. No truth to that at all. Yes, I was angry, but only because my beauty operatorhairdresser they call them these days, or
  stylist, which sounds so uppityleft with no notice. I walked all the way into the shop, which is no small effort when youre old, and the girl at the counter told me my
  regular girl had quit. While I stood there blinking my eyes, fit to be tied, she studied the appointment book. With a funny smile, she said, Dorrie has an opening. She could do you almost
  right away.


  Presently, Dorrie called me over, and certainly, her looks surprised meshe was the only African-American in the place, as far as I could tell. But here was the real problem: change. I
  didnt like it. People who didnt know how I liked my hair. People who made the cape too tight around my neck. People who went away without any warning. I needed a minute, and I guess
  it showed. Even at eighty, I liked my routine, and the older I get, the more it matters. Picture me now at almost ninety.


  Ninety. Im old enough to be Dorries white-haired grandmother. And then some. That much is obvious. But Dorrie? She probably doesnt even know shes become like the
  daughter I never had. For the longest time, I followed her from salon to salonwhen she wouldnt settle down and stay put. Shes happier now, has her own shop these days, but she
  comes to me. Like a daughter would.


  We always talk when Dorrie comes. At first, when I met her, it was just the regular stuff. The weather. News stories. My soap operas and game shows, her reality TV and sitcoms. Anything to pass
  the time while she washed and styled my hair. But over time, when you see the same person week after week, year after year, for an hour or more, things can go a bit deeper. Dorrie started talking
  about her kids, her crazy ex-husband, and how she hoped to open her own shop one day, then all the work that entailed. Im a good listener.


  Sometimes, shed ask me about things, too. Once she started coming to my house, and we got comfortable in our routine, she asked about the pictures on my walls, the keepsakes I have on
  display here and there. Those were easy enough to tell about.


  Its funny how sometimes you find a friendin the likely placesand almost immediately, you can talk about anything. But more often than not, after the initial blush, you find
  you really have nothing in common. With others, you believe youll never be more than acquaintances. Youre so different, after all. But then this thing surprises you, sticking longer
  than you ever predicted, and you begin to rely on it, and that relationship whittles down your walls, little by little, until you realize you know that one person better than almost anyone.
  Youre really and truly friends.


  Its like that with Dorrie and me. Who would have thought ten years later wed still be doing business together, but so much more, as well. That wed not only be talking about
  our shows but sometimes watching them together. That shed be making excuses to stop by several days a week, asking if I need her to run any errands for mewanting to know if Im
  out of milk or eggs, if I need to go to the bank. That Id be making sure when I ride the cart around the grocery store, after the Handitran drops me off, I put a six-pack of her favorite
  soft drink in the basket so shell have something to wet her whistle before she starts on my hair.


  One time, a few years back, she looked embarrassed when she started to ask me a question. She stopped mid-sentence.


  What? I said. Cat got your tongue? Thats a first.


  Oh, Miss Isabelle, I know you wouldnt be interested. Never mind.


  Okay, I said. I was never one to pick something out of people that they didnt want to tell.


  Well, since you begged me . . . She grinned. Stevies got this concert at school Thursday night. Hes got a soloon the trumpet. You know he plays the
  trumpet?


  How could I miss it, Dorrie? Youve been telling me about it for three years, since he auditioned.


  I know, Miss Isabelle. Im kind of over-the-top proud when it comes to the kids. Anyway, would you like to come with me? To see him play?


  I thought about it for a minute. Not because there was any question whether I wanted to go, but because I was a little overcome. It took too long for me to find my voice.


  Its okay, Miss Isabelle. Dont feel like you have to. My feelings wont be hurt and


  No! Id love to. In fact, I cant think of anything Id rather do Thursday.


  She laughed. Its not like I ever went anywhere, and Thursday was a boring night for television that year.


  Since then, it hasnt been uncommon for her to take me along when the kids have special events. Heaven knows, their father usually forgets to show up. Dorries mother usually comes,
  too, and we have nice little chats, but I always wonder what she thinks about my being there. She studies me with a shade of curiosity, as though she cant fathom any reason for Dorrie and me
  to be friends.


  But theres still so much Dorrie doesnt know. Things nobody knows. If I were going to tell anyone, it would likely be her. It would definitely be her. And I think its time.
  More than anyone, I trust her not to judge me, not to question the way things happened and the way things turned out.


  So here I am, asking her to drive me all the way from Texas to Cincinnati, halfway across the country, to help me tend to things. Im not too proud to admit I cant do this alone.
  Ive done plenty for myself, by myself, as long as I can remember.


  But this? No. This I cant do alone. And I dont want to anyway. I want my daughter; I want Dorrie.
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  Dorrie, Present Day


  WHEN I MET Miss Isabelle, she acted more like Miss Miserabelle, and thats a fact. But I didnt think she was a
  racist. Gods honest truth, it was the furthest thing from my mind. I may look young, thank you very much, but Ive had this gig awhile. Oh, the stories they tell, the lines around my
  customers closed eyes, the tension in her scalp when I massage it with shampoo, the condition of the hair I wind around a curler. I knew almost right away Miss Isabelle carried troubles more
  significant than worrying about the color of my skin. As pretty as she was for an eighty-year-old woman, there was something dark below her surface, and it kept her from being soft. But I was never
  one to press for all the detailscould be that was part of the beauty of the thing. Id learned that people talk when theyre ready. Over the years, she became much more than just
  a customer. She was good to me. I hadnt ever said so out loud, but in ways, she was more like a mother than the one God gave me. When I thought it, I ducked, waiting for the lightning to
  strike.


  Still, this favor Miss Isabelle asked me, it did come as a surprise. Oh, I helped her out from time to timerunning errands or doing easy little fix-it jobs around her house, things too
  small for a service person, especially when I happened to be there anyway. I never took a dime for it. I did it because I wanted to, but I supposed as long as she was a paying customereven
  if she was my special customerthere might always be some tiny sentiment it was all an extension of my job.


  This? Was big. And different. She hadnt volunteered to pay me. No doubt she would have had I asked, but I didnt have any sense this request was a jobsimply someone to get
  her from point A to point B, with me being the only person she could think of. No. She wanted me. For me. I knew it as clearly as I knew the moon hung in the sky, whether I could see it or not.


  When she asked me, I rested my hands on her shoulders. Miss Isabelle, I dont know. You sure about this? Why me? Id been doing her hair at her house going on five
  years, since she took a bad fall and the doctor said her driving days were overId never have deserted her because she couldnt come to me. Id become a little
  attached.


  She studied me in the mirror over her old-timey vanity table, where we rigged a temporary station every Monday. Then Miss Isabelles silver-blue eyes, more silver every year as the blue
  leeched out along with her youth, did something Id never seen in all the time Id been cutting and curling and styling her hair. First, they shimmered. Then they watered up. My hands
  felt like lumps of clay soaked by those tears, and I could neither move them nor convince myself to grasp her shoulders a little tighter. Not that shed have wanted me to acknowledge her
  emotion. Shed always been so strong.


  Her focus shifted, and she reached for the tiny silver thimble Id seen on her vanity as long as Id been going to her house. Id never thought it was especially
  significantcertainly not like the other keepsakes she had around her house. It was a thimble. As sure as Ive been of anything in my life, she said, finally, tucking it
  into her palm. She didnt address the why of it. And I understood then; small as it was, that thimble held a story. Now. Times wasting. Finish my hair so we can make plans,
  Dorrie.


  She might have sounded bossy to someone else, but she didnt mean it that way. Her voice freed my hands, and I slid them up to wrap a lock of hair around my finger. Her hair matched her
  eyes. It lay upon my skin like water against earth.


  LATER, IN MY shop, I paged through my appointment book. I took inventory, checked what kind of week I had ahead. I found a lot of empty space. Pages so
  bare, the glare gave me a headache. Between silly seasons, things were quiet. No fancy holiday hairstyles. Prom updos and extensions for family reunions were still a month or two down the road.
  Just the regular stuff here and there. Men for brush cuts or fades, a few little girls for cute Easter bobs. Women stopping by for complimentary bangs trimsit made my life easier when they
  left the damn things alone.


  I could postpone my guys. Theyd drop twenties still crisp from the ATM on the counter like always whenever I could get to them, happy not to explain to strangers how they wanted their
  haircuts. I could even call a few to see if theyd come by that afternoonI was usually closed Mondays. The nice thing about leasing my own little shop the last few years was I made the
  rules, opened on my closed days if I wanted. Even better, nobody stood over my head, ready to yell or, worse, fire me for taking off without notice.


  Surely Momma could handle the kids if I went with Miss Isabelle. She owed meI kept a roof over her headand anyway, Stevie Junior and Bebe were old enough all she really had to do
  was watch their steady parade in or out of the house, call 911 in case of a fire on the stove, or send for the plumber if the bathroom flooded. Heaven forbid.


  I ran out of excuses. Plus, if I were honest, I needed some time away. I had things weighing on my mind. Things I needed to think about.


  And . . . it seemed like Miss Isabelle really needed me.


  I started making phone calls.


  Three hours later, my customers were squared away and Momma was on board to watch the kids. The way I figured it, I had one more call to make. I reached for my cell phone, but my hand stopped
  midair. This thing with Teague was so newso fragileI hadnt even mentioned him to Miss Isabelle. I was almost afraid to mention him to myself. Because what was I
  thinking, giving another man a chance? Had I misplaced my marbles? I tried to scoop them up and dump them back into my stubborn skull.


  I failed.


  Then the ring of the shop phone yanked me from my thoughts.


  Dorrie? Are you packing? Miss Isabelle barked, and I snatched the receiver away from my ear, almost flinging it across my tiny shop in the process. What was it with old folks
  shouting into the phone as if the other person were going deaf, too?


  Whats up, Miss Izzy-belle? I couldnt help myself sometimes, playing with her name. I played with everyones name. Everyone I liked anyway.


  Dorrie, I warned you.


  I cracked up. She breathed hard, like she was leaning on her suitcase to zip it closed. I think maybe I can clear my calendar, I said, but no, Im not packing yet.
  Besides, you called me at the shop. You know Im not at home. She insisted on calling the shops landline if she thought Id be there, though Id told her a hundred
  times I didnt mind her calling my cell.


  We dont have much time, Dorrie.


  Okay, now. How far is it to Cincinnati anyway? And tell me what to bring.


  Its almost a thousand miles from Arlington to Cincy. Two good days of driving each way. I hope that doesnt scare you off, but I hate flying.


  No, its fine. Ive never even been on an airplane, Miss Isabelle. And had no plans to change that anytime soon, even though we lived less than ten miles from the
  DallasFort Worth airport.


  And what youd wear anywhere else will do, mostly. Theres just one thing. Do you even own a dress?


  I chuckled and shook my head. You think you know me, dont you?


  In truth, shed rarely seen me in anything besides what I wore for work: plain knit shirts paired with nice jeans, shoes that didnt kill my feet when I stood in them eight hours a
  day, and a black smock to keep my clothes dry and free of hair clippings. The only difference between my work and not-work clothes was the smock. Her question was valid.


  Surprise, surprise, I do have one or two dresses, I said. Probably wrapped in cleaner bags and mothballs and stuffed way in the back of my closet, you know, and maybe two
  sizes too small, but Ive got a few. Why do I need a dress? Where are we going? To a wedding?


  There werent many events these days where a nice pair of slacks and a dressy top wouldnt do. I could only think of two. Then Miss Isabelles silence brought the foot I was
  gnawing into the spotlight. I winced. Oh, gosh, Im sorry. I had no idea. You never said


  Yes. There will be a funeral. If you dont have anything appropriate we can stop along the way. Ill be glad to


  Oh, no, Miss Isabelle. Ill find something. I was mostly kidding about the mothballs and such. While her packing noises continued in the background, I tried to remember
  exactly what I owned that would do for a funeral. Exactly nothing. But I had just enough time to run by JCPenneys on my way home. Miss Isabelle had done plenty for mebig tips every
  time I did her hair, bonuses whenever she could think up an excuse, greeting me with a pretty sandwich when I didnt have time to eat before her appointment, acting as a sounding board when
  my kids were making me crazybut no matter how close we felt, I would never let her pay for this dress. That crossed some kind of line. But why hadnt she mentioned we were going to a
  funeral? That was an important detail. Make that a critical detail. When she said she needed to tend to some things, Id assumed she meant papers that needed to be signed in person,
  maybe for property to be sold. Business. Nothing as big as a funeral. And she wanted me to take her. Me. Id convinced myself I knew her better than any of my other customersshe was my
  special customer, after all. But suddenly, Miss Isabelle seemed a woman of mystery againthe one whod eased into my hair chair all those years ago carrying burdens so deep
  inside, I couldnt even speculate about them.


  Miss Isabelle and I had spent hours in conversation over the yearsmore hours than I could count. But it occurred to me now, as much as I cared for her, as much as she trusted me to
  accompany her on this journey, I knew nothing about her childhood, nothing about where she came from. How had I missed it? I had to admit I was intrigued, though I usually left mystery solving to
  television personalitiesfiguring out how to pay my bills was mystery enough for me.


  Miss Isabelle apparently got things all zipped up, and she startled me out of 007 mode. Can we leave tomorrow, then? Ten A.M. sharp?


  Absolutely, young lady. Ten A.M. it is. Itd be tight, but I could manage it. Not to mention, whatd felt like technicalities before seemed
  weightier now.


  Well take my car. I dont know how you young folks tolerate those tin cans you drive these days. Nothing between you and the road at all. Like navigating a ball of aluminum
  foil.


  Hey, now. Tinfoil bounces. Kind of. But sure thing, Ill relish driving that big boat of yours. Too bad CD players were still mostly options back in 1993, when shed
  purchased her fancy Buick. Id tossed all my cassettes. And Miss Isabelle? Im sorry about


  Ill see you in the morning, then. She cut me clean off, mid-sentence. She obviously wasnt ready to discuss the details of this funeral yet. And me being me, I
  wasnt going to dig.


  FUEL? SAID MISS Isabelle the next morning as we prepared to pull out.


  Check.


  Oil? Belts? Filters?


  Check. Check. Check.


  Snacks?


  I whistled. Capital C-H-E-C-K.


  Id arrived at Miss Isabelles an hour earlier than we planned to leave, so I could run the car by Jiffy Lube. They gave it a once-over; then I stopped for gas and other necessities.
  Miss Isabelles list of road snacks had been well over a mile long.


  Oh, shoot, she said now, snapping her fingers. I forgot one thing. Theres that Walgreens down the road.


  What on earth could she need so fast it required a detour before we ever left town? I shifted into reverse and eased the Buick down Miss Isabelles driveway and into the street. At the
  corner, I waited an extra long time, patiently allowing cars to pass until I had a long, clear space to enter.


  If you drive like this the whole time, well never get there, Miss Isabelle said. She studied me. You think because youre accompanying an old woman to a
  funeral, you have to act like an old woman, too?


  I snorted. I didnt want to get your blood pressure up too early, Miss Isabelle.


  Ill worry about my blood pressure. You worry about getting us to Cincy before Christmas.


  Yes, maam. I touched the tips of my fingers to my forehead and pressed down on the accelerator. I was happy to see she was as ornery as everdeath wasnt a happy
  business, after all. She still hadnt given me all the specificsjust that shed received a call, and her presence was requested at a funeral near Cincinnati, Ohio. And, of
  course, she couldnt travel alone.


  At Walgreens, she pulled a crisp ten from her pocketbook. This should be plenty for two crossword puzzle books.


  Really? I gaped at her. Crossword puzzles?


  Yes. Wipe that look off your face. They keep me sane.


  And you plan to work them riding in the car? Do you need Dramamine, too?


  No, thank you.


  Inside, I surveyed the magazine racks and wished Id asked for more details. To be on the safe side, I chose one puzzle book with large printEasy on the eyesand
  one regular. I figured I had things covered either way, and Id only have to make one trip inside the store. Whod ever heard of people actually buying those crossword puzzle magazines
  unless they were sitting around in the hospital? Though come to think of it, I remembered my granny working them when I was a little girl. I guessed it was an old-people kind of thing to do.


  I carried them low, against my hip, as if I were toting a giant-size box of feminine products to the lone male checker in a grocery store. But the cashier didnt even look at the magazines
  as she slid them across the scanner. Or, for that matter, at me. I waved away her monotone offer to bag them. It seemed wasteful, in spite of my shame.


  Back in the car, Miss Isabelle eyed my purchases at arms length. Thatll do. Now well have something to talk about on the road.


  I imagined the topics crossword puzzles might inspire: Four across: a pink bird. Flamingo.


  We were going to be on Interstate 30 a long, long time.


  We were quiet on the road the first hour or so, though, me trying to navigate midmorning Dallas traffic without cussing too much, each of us a little awkward in this different environment, each
  of us still mired in thinking of other things, other places.


  My mind was on the night before, right about when things had calmed down. My new dress, tags removed, hung in a clear bag on the door of my closet. Bebe had settled into bed with her book.
  Stevie Junior was keeping company with a video game, as usual, except when his fingers were busy texting his girlfriend a hundred miles per hour.


  And my mind was on Teagueon why Id felt so nervous about calling him. Maybe, just maybe, it was that little voice chanting in my mind, Teague, Teague, out of your league!


  But my phone had gone off, the ringtone Id assigned him a few weeks after our first real date. Lets get it on . . .


  Oh, yeah. Corny.


  Hows my special lady?


  I know, I know. With anyone else, Id cringe and head for the hills. What a line. But with Teague? I could hardly explain how it made me feel.


  Okay. Ill try.


  Special. It made me feel special.


  Doing good, doing good. Yourself? Kids all settled in for the night? I said. I tried to be all chill whenever he called me, tried to let him know he couldnt melt me with a
  few words, slurp up whatever he wanted from the puddle, then leave the leftovers for someone else. Id kept men at arms length for years now after so many mess-upstheirs
  and mine. But where other guys took my attitude as a brush-off and my reluctance to get physical as some kind of kinky game, eventually calling me a prude and running the other way, Teague
  kept hanging in there. And Id let him see past my cool a few times. The littlest peek at the woman who longed for a real man in her life. Somehow, I felt like he was willing to wait for that
  woman to make up her mind.


  When I hung up ten minutes later, I pinched my arms and slapped my cheeks. Was I awake or sleepwalking? I understand, Teague had said. Youre doing the right thing,
  helping your Isabelle out this way. Ill miss you, but Ill see you when you get back. And: Give your mom my number. Im used to dealing with kid stuff. True!
  He was a single dad of three! If she needs help with Stevie or Bebe or anything at all while youre gone, Im a phone call away.


  I wanted to believe he would be there if they needed something. I almost could. Almost.


  I hadnt known what to expect when I told him I was leaving town out of the blue. I knew exactly how Steve, my ex, would react, even before I dialed his number. I had to let him know, in
  the event the kids needed somethingin which case I wished them good luck. Steve whined. He berated me. Asked how I could up and leave my kids for days. Funny how he never seemed to take a
  good, hard look in the mirror, right?


  And other guys in the past? When I left with the kids for a little visit somewhere, it was always Oh, baby, I cant survive without you. Dont leave me. But as soon as
  I passed the city limits, I swear someone fired the starting gun: Gentlemen (in the loosest sense of the word), start your engines! Then theyd run to the nearest whatever
  to pick up a substitute girlfriend. When I got back, spied the lipstick on their collars, and smelled the knockoff perfume in their cars, theyd be all Im sorry, girl, but what
  am I supposed to do when you go and leave me? You know its really you I want, but I just didnt know for sure.


  Right.


  But Teague had surprised me. Again.


  There was something different about a man who called after a first date to see how you were doing and to make sure youd had a good time. Now, not too desperate. Its not
  like he called five minutes after I turned the dead bolt, all pitiful because I hadnt invited him in, already shooting me signals Id made Yet Another Bad Choice. No, Teague had waited
  a respectable twenty-four hours, and then he hadnt even acted like we had to set up another date immediately, though hed said he wanted to see me again. And now, more than a month and
  several dates later, whenever I thought of him, a single word still came to mind: Gentleman. The real kind.


  Well, okay, two more wordsWayne Brady. Because Teague reminded me of the Lets Make a Deal game-show host with his goofy smile and sense of humor and
  hot-in-a-geeky-hot-kind-of-way looks.


  Other men had held doors for me on first dates. Theyd even offered to pay, though I always insisted on splitting the checkme and my independence, we are joined at the hip, the
  shoulder, and the elbow. But this went beyond the basics. We were well past first-date status, which Im pretty sure surprised both of us, and the new had worn off some. Yet he still held
  doors, still picked up the check unless I managed to snatch it first and hold on tight. Still treated me, in every respect, like a lady.


  With Teague, I suspected, the gentle went all the way to the bone.


  But I wasnt sure I trusted myself. Could I recognize a real man? A trustworthy one? Like they say, Fool me once, shame on you. . . . Fool me ten times and I am plumb stupid.


  ON THE BRIDGE over Lake Ray Hubbard, we were still crawling through heavy traffic, but Miss Isabelle finally piped up. You met Stevie Senior in
  your hometown, right?


  He was just plain Steve, but I never bothered to correct her. And I tried to remember what I might have told her. Steve was forever calling me at work, interrupting my appointments, and if I
  didnt drop everything, next thing I knew, hed show up in person. How well that went depended on his mood and choice of beverage the night before, so I tried to keep him on the phone
  and out of the shop. I figured a customer came in for a nice, relaxing getaway along with a hairstyle, even if only for an hour. I made every attempt to keep my personal history and problems low on
  the radar, but it didnt always work. And, because things with Miss Isabelle were differentshed listened to me gripe about my kids dad for yearsshe had at least a
  piecemeal picture of him. It seemed she would have picked up all the details in the process, but maybe not. After all, Id been surprised to realize how little I knew about her childhood,
  right? But I didnt really want to start over at the beginning.


  Yep. High school sweethearts, I said, hoping my simple answer would refresh her memory.


  And you married right out of high school. She paused expectantly, as though she wanted the whole enchilada all over again. I scraped a fingernail back and forth across a tiny rough
  spot on the otherwise-cushy armrest.


  Whats three down, Miss Isabelle?


  She fumbled to bring her readers back to her nose and peered at the puzzle shed started. With a triumphant smile, she read the clue. Its a seven-letter adjective for
  much adored; favorite.


  Uncle.


  Uncle? Thats only five letters.


  By Uncle, I mean I give up.


  You cant give up. You didnt even try.


  Trying to drive is what Im trying to do.


  Beloved.


  Beloved?


  Yes. Thats the answer. Used in a sentenceStevie Senior was your high school beloved.


  So much for the crossword puzzle book steering us away from uncomfortable topics.


  Maybe Steve was beloved at one time. Now hes downright be-noying.


  Thats so sad.


  Tell me about it. I sighed, and I felt my resolve to keep it simple weaken. I always thought hed be the steady one. A good husband and father. He was our school
  districts star athlete, racking up touchdowns in the fall and three-pointers all winter. And championships. Everyone figured hed go off to college on a scholarship and make something
  big of himself. And I figured after he graduated, wed get married and ride off into the sunset. House, babies, picket fence. Everything. My voice trailed off, and I listened to the
  echo of my disappointment.


  Things dont always work out the way we expect, do they?


  Shoot, Miss Isabelle. You know how it turned out. I got the babies. I have the house. But I figured wrong on the picket fence. And Steve.


  A little later, I said, What about you, Miss Isabelle? Did you have a high school sweetheart? Your husbandwas he yours? I knew folks back in her day usually did marry young
  and stick with it for decades. I wondered if the men were different back then, or if the women were just more patient with them when they acted like idiots.


  Her answer just then was a sigh, and it seemed filled with pain. Rib-cracking, chest-expanding, larger-than-life pain. I felt Id said the wrong thing, but I couldnt take it
  back.


  She flipped to a new page in the crossword puzzle book and proceeded to fill in answers as though her life depended on it. Presently, she said, My high school sweetheart . . .
  thats a story.


  It all started and ended with a funeral dress.
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  Isabelle, 1939


  NELL RELEASED a lock of sizzling hair from the iron and smoothed it into a wave that dangled in front of my ear. You might be the prettiest girl
  at the party, she said, distracting me from scrutinizing my plain black dress. I tilted my head to study her handiwork, then shook it, carefully, so as not to disturb the style shed
  struggled more than an hour to perfect. Stubborn and wiry, my dark hair curled on its own in inappropriate patterns. For now, the crimped waves hung around my face like a neat fringe of prisms on a
  lamp shade, but soon it would resemble fuzzy rickrack instead. Id have to tuck a ribbon in my pocket to tie it back later.


  I snorted. Nell Prewitt, Ill never be the prettiest girl at any party, but youre a dear for trying. My face had been called intelligent, and my features striking, but
  never pretty, even as a toddler in short dresses and patent-leather shoes. As I neared my seventeenth birthday, Id accepted that the boys at the parties my mother forced me to attend would
  always look beyond me to the softer girls, the ones framed in pastels and ruffles. But Id have loathed having the word pastel associated with me ever, whether applied to my
  appearance or my personality. I was even halfway pleased with being called seriouswhat I heard from the other girls more than any other adjective. Oh, Isabelle, why so serious?
  they asked, biting their lips and pinching their cheeks as they studied their reflections, checking the dabs of powder and rouge their mothers allowed them, or peered over their shoulders to ensure
  the seams of their stockings traveled straight and narrow down their calves.


  Anyway, I said to Nell, I should start doing my own hair. Women nowadays are independent. They do things for themselves.


  Nell flinched as though Id slapped her. Too late, I realized my statement had been careless and hurtful. Shed helped me dress and primp for parties and special occasions for
  yearsnot just as a household employee but also as my friend. Wed never attend a party together, of course, so the preparations became our private rite of passage. But as close as we
  weremore like dearest confidantes than a privileged girl and her mothers housemaidshe wouldnt feel free to voice her hurt that I would so easily cast her aside.


  Oh, Nell, Im sorry. Its not you. I sighed and clutched her sleeve, but still, Nell didnt speak. She shifted away ever so slightly and returned to her task. It
  felt as though a tiny fault line had opened, creating a space between us never there before.


  And as close as we were, and in spite of the fact that Id shared nearly every detail of my life with Nell, I couldnt tell her my plans for the evening. Of course, Id make my
  appearance at Earlines party. But then Id tell my hostess Mother needed me at home. And then Id escape.


  Id had as much as I could tolerate of the tame game nights the parents threw to keep the kids in our sheltered little clique out of trouble, away from the temptation of the glamorous
  nightclubs only minutes away in Newporteven creeping up on the outskirts of our little town. When I was younger, Id watched my aunt prepare to go out in the evenings, her body draped
  in daring knee-length dresses that flowed loosely around her hips and shoulders like the gowns of a Greek goddess, trimmed with brilliant jet beads or sequined embroidery that glimmered like
  peacock feathers. Her escorts called for her in dark, close-fitting suits that showed off their broad shoulders. My mother stood by, lips thinned and brows knitted together. She complained her
  sisters wildness would bring us all down. After all, we had a reputation to uphold as the family of Shalervilles only physician. But Aunt Bertie had her own income, and she reminded
  my mother she wasnt dependent on the family. Mother had no choice but to let her come and go as she pleased.


  Sometimes, when she returned late at night, I stole into her room and begged her for stories about the places shed been, and Aunt Bertie, her clothing perfumed with cigarette smoke and
  her breath with something sweet and sharp and vaguely dangerous, would tell methe abbreviated version, I suspected now. She whispered about the other womens dresses, their escorts,
  the music, the dancing, the games, the rich food and drink. These glimpses were enough to illuminate the differences between her adventures and the stuffy events my parents attended. They returned
  home in their somber attire less enthusiastic about life than when they leftwhich seemed to defeat the purpose of going out. Eventually, Aunt Bertie left, my mother no longer willing to put
  up with her disregard for our house rules. Only weeks later, her inebriated escort turned the wrong way and drove his car off the bluff, plunging both of them to instant death. I stood by in shock
  as Mother claimed it was Aunties comeuppance for living that wayeven as grief sent her to bed for days. We kids were kept away from the funeral. I wept alone in my room while she and
  Father attended the service, and we never spoke of her sister again.


  I still missed Aunt Bertie desperately. And tonight, I hoped to glimpse some of the things shed whispered about. Early in the week, Id been assigned to sit with a new girl at
  school. Trudie had moved into Shalerville from Newport to live with her grandmother. The other girls insulted or ignored heranyone new to our town was suspect anyway, but someone from
  Newport was doubly so. She didnt seem to mind. She tossed her head at their slights, at their concerted efforts to cut her out of the lunch line or shift themselves so she had no room to sit
  at their tablesnot that shed have wanted to. Trudie told me her mother had moved her to get her away from the bad influences of NewportNewpert, she called it,
  running her vowels and consonants together even more than the rest of us did, no clear syllablesand she wasnt thrilled with the change of environment. I asked her what living in town
  was like, and she seemed amused at my interest, though also surprised, considering how the other girls shunned her. The next day, she drew me aside after class and said shed be going home
  for the weekend. She asked if Id meet her downtown Saturday night. Shed show me around. Perhaps we would even slip into the new nightclub her friends from home had been yammering
  abouta clean little place with good music and dancing.


  My face tingled with some unidentifiable emotion as I considered her offer. I knew, as much as I hated the confines of my own life, I didnt belong in Newport at night, but I was tempted.
  My parents would never agree, of course, which meant Id have to sneak away. But I wouldnt be alone once I got there, and Id have the chance to observe something Id only
  heard about before. Nobody else I knew would have had the nerve to go.


  Later, I overheard my older brothers gossiping with a friend about the Rendezvous, the newest club down on Monmouth Streetclassy, they said, an okay place to take their girls, but they
  grumbled that they wouldnt make it there Saturday because theyd promised them a movie. Their bad luckmy opportunity. It eased my nerves that they thought the Rendezvous was
  nice enough to take a date there. Some. The next day at school, I told Trudie Id go, even while the lining of my stomach clenched in a warning. We planned to meet outside Dixie Chili
  Saturday at seven-thirty.


  Nell gave my hair one last tug as an automobile horn tooted outside the window. Best I can do. Run on now. Enjoy your party.


  Impulsively, I hugged her. Oh, I will, Nell. You wait and see. Ill have all kinds of stories to tell you tomorrow. She flattened herself against the door. I couldnt
  tell what flabbergasted her moremy sudden affection or my excitement about a Sunday-school class party, which she knew Id hated since round two, when I realized theyd all be
  the same. Same boys and girls. Same dull games. Same bunch of nothing.


  Miss Isabelle?


  I glanced over my shoulder.


  You be careful.


  Oh, Nell. What kind of trouble can I find?


  She pursed her lips and crossed her arms and leaned against the door again. She looked so much like her motherworry shaping her whole demeanorit startled me. But I fluttered my
  hand behind me and clattered down the stairs, slowing at the landing. I knew my own mother waited near the front door to approve my dress and hair and general attitude.


  I heard you, Mother said. Ladies do not run. And never down stairs. She tapped my shoulder with her eyeglasses.


  Yes, maam. I ducked away and hurried past her.


  Why are you wearing that dress? Its not at all right for a party. She frowned.


  No reason, I said.


  Daddy rounded the corner, his glasses low on his nose as he studied the newspaper he carried. He pushed them up and looked at me. Hey, ladybug. You look stunning. Have fun at the
  party.


  Mother sniffed. The Joneses are driving both ways this evening? Home no later than eleven-thirty.


  Of course, Mother. I might turn into a beggar girl if Im not home before midnight.


  Isabelle, mind your manners. She watched me all the way down the walk. I suspected she would watch until long after the car was out of sight before she closed the door.


  Id deflected her question about my dress, but I couldnt avoid it altogether. Sissy Jones poked her head out of the window from the rear seat of her fathers car.
  Isabelle. Darling. Whatever are you wearing? You look as though youre dressed for a funeral in that old rag.


  She was correct. Id worn this same plain, dark dress to my grandfathers funeral a few months earlierbut it was the one thing in my wardrobe that didnt scream
  schoolgirl. Id sifted through the costume jewelry Aunt Bertie had given me to play pretend with all those years ago until I found a beaded brooch not too battered from my games and hid it in
  my bag, as well. Id fancy up my plain old dress by pinning the brooch to its collar, and that would have to do. Surely not every woman who frequented the Newport clubs would be as glamorous
  as my aunt had been. Ideally, my simple dress wouldnt stand out anyway. My only goal in meeting Trudie, after all, was to see how things were beyond the invisible fence the mothers of
  Shalerville had erected to keep us kids in line.


  Silly old Cora, I said to Sissy. She took all my pretty dresses to freshen and press days ago and hasnt returned them. What else could I do? I crossed my
  fingers behind my back as I produced the fib. Nells mothers face would have betrayed her bewilderment at my statement even more than Nells had when Id hurt her feelings
  earlier. Cora often seemed more a mother to me than my own, nearly always the one to clean me up when I fell and scraped my knee, or hug me to her soft, laundry soap and starchsmelling bosom
  when I ached from my mothers unpredictable rebuffs. But I needed some excuse for my unusual attire, and what Cora didnt know couldnt hurt her.


  Thank you for picking me up, Mr. Jones. I settled myself next to Sissy. I wont need a ride home. Im leaving early.


  Sissy tilted her chin. The line of her eyebrows judged me. And how do you propose to return home? she asked. Everyone knew Mother didnt allow me to walk home alone in the
  evening.


  Oh. Well. Nell and her brother will come for me.


  So youll leave before dark? Why bother with the party if you must leave so soon?


  Negroes werent allowed on the streets of our town after sundown, but I hadnt counted on Sissys homing in on that so quickly. She was sharp, however, too clever for her own
  good and never my favorite friend, though our mothers had thrown us together since we were tots. She was one of the girls whod been so rude to Trudie, and I smiled, imagining her reaction if
  she knew my real plans.


  I can only stay an hour or so, but you dont think Id miss Earlines party, do you? My eyes challenged her. She knew exactly how much I hated these parties, but
  she also knew Id never sacrifice an escape from my house on a Saturday evening. Ill be gone well before dark.


  In fact, this was good luck. Now I had the perfect excuse to make my stay at Earlines party short. After all, I wouldnt want to get Nell and Robert in hot wateror
  worseby keeping them in town after sunset. Theyd need to be on their way home well before the sun threw its last rays upon our monotone little burg.


  Mr. Jones dropped us at Earlines, and I tolerated the usual flurry of hugs, squeals, and pecks on the cheek from the other girls. Several gave my dress the same suspicious once-over
  Mother and Sissy had, but I brushed their comments away. Next time, Id bring out the jade cigarette holder Aunt Bertie had left behindthe one hidden in my purse tonight along with my
  contraband makeup. Id sneak a cigarette from my brothers when they werent looking, then ask one of the pimple-faced boys at the party to light up my Camel and see how the girls liked
  that.


  I counted the minutes by seconds until Id fulfilled my obligation. After an hour precisely, I thanked Earline and went to the kitchen to find her mother. Thank you for inviting me,
  Mrs. Curry. The party was swell, and Mother says hello.


  Already leaving, hon? she asked.


  Yes, maam. Mother needs help setting up for a special family dinner tomorrow. I told a half-truth. Mother had invited my brothers sweethearts to eat Sunday dinner
  with us. She planned to stay home from church to finish her preparations, but Mrs. Curry and Mother rarely spoke except at church. By the time they saw each other again, Earlines mother
  would have completely forgotten my early departure.


  I didnt hear a car, she said.


  Our housemaid and her brother are walking me home. Im going to wait out front. Mrs. Curry squeezed my shoulder absently and returned to slicing the tiny bland sandwiches
  that seemed compulsory at these things. I think some of my friends actually enjoyed them.


  Careful, dear. Well see you in the morning.


  Night, Mrs. Curry.


  I tiptoed back through the main hallway, pausing to glance into the front room, where my peers spun Freddy around and around so he could pin the tail on the donkey. We were far too old for the
  game, but the girls still became giddy and hopeful when boys they had crushes on tried to pin the donkey tail to their dresses, so they kept it up. Poor Freddy, who was so blind without his specs I
  never knew why he bothered with the blindfold, stumbled all over. With everyone distracted and laughing at him, I slipped out and pulled the front door nearly closed behind menot enough to
  make the click that could alert someone to glance out the window and discover my solo departure. An unescorted young lady on the streets of Shalerville, Kentucky, population fifteen
  hundredplus or minus threewas hardly uncommon, but the whole town knew how my mother was. In less than half a mile, though, Id catch a streetcar and take the short ride to
  Monmouth Street.


  But now my nerves played up. Even by daylight, Newport was worlds away from the cleaner, loftier streets of Shalerville. Fast men and women crowded the sidewalks day and night, and our preacher
  thundered about the gambling rooms and dens of prostitution.


  But I replayed my brothers words. They might venture into shady businesses when it was just the fellows, but surely not with their girlsnice girls who had no idea what imbeciles
  Jack and Patrick could be.


  Id stick close to Trudie, and if, in the end, my courage deserted me, Id turn tail and run.


  TRUDIE ARRIVED AT the chili parlor late, fifteen minutes after our agreed-upon time. I gawked, speechless, as she clattered up the sidewalk toward me.
  She scarcely resembled the plain girl I sat beside at school. She wore a low-cut dress sewn from a print of emerald green diamonds on white The clingy dress her lipstickbrighter times four
  than what Id applied on the streetcarand her shiny spectator pumps gave her the appearance of a woman far older than our true ages, even though shed admitted to me at school
  that she was a year older than most in our class, having fallen behind at Newport High.


  You came, she squealed, and swung me around in a hug as I fought to keep my balance. My ma would never have let me come out if I hadnt told her I was meeting
  a nice girl from Shalerville. Just what she hoped for when she shipped me off . . .


  Cmon, she said, and pulled me after her until we arrived at the Rendezvous. I was surprised she was in such a hurry to get there, having assumed wed stroll Monmouth
  Street for at least a few moments, making good on her promise to show me the nighttime sights. But I let her drag me along. Inside, I hurried to keep up with her long strideshe was taller by
  half a footas she wove through the crowd, heading toward the bar. No sooner had we found a spot nearby than a young man bought her a drink, which she tossed back quickly, and he swept her
  onto the dance floor. She gave me a half-hearted apologyIsabelle, you dont mind if I dance, do you, honey?then whirled away in the mans arms.


  I shrank against the wall at first, out of breath, my jaw slack. Trudie was worldlier than Id imaginedeven knowing her mother had moved her to get her away from trouble. But I
  hadnt expected to be deserted like this. What was I to do? I almost left then.


  Instead, I stood alone against a wall almost thirty minutes while Trudie circled the dance floor. I stole glances at the crowd while I tapped my foot, pretending to be engrossed in the swing
  music a trio played on a tiny stage elevated half a foot above the rest of the place. Men and women mingled around the room or danced on an oval parquet floor enclosed within a brass rail. Others
  dined at tiny tables against the rail or at the edges of the room. Everyone smoked and drank cocktails, and the laughter and music and clink of stemware combined in a song Id heard only in
  movie theaters.


  Id never felt more out of place in my life. At my classmates parties, I belonged, more or less, even if I didnt quite fit in from my perspective. And Id been dead
  wrong about the black dress. Now I wished Id worn a print, no matter how juvenile my flowered dresses had seemed. I made a sad little pigeon in this flock of pretty birds. I reached into my
  handbag for Aunt Berties cigarette holder. Maybe if I gave the appearance I smoked, Id look less like a little girl and more like a woman. Just as I produced the holder, a handsome
  young man in a navy blue suit headed across the smoky room toward me.


  You need a light, doll?


  I glanced at Trudie on the dance floor. She seemed to be having such a grand time. In a split second, I made a decision. I need more than a light, I said. Got a cigarette on
  you? I hoped the way I dropped my voice low and clipped my vowels to speak with a confidence I didnt truly possess gave the appearance I knew what I was doing.


  He fished a pack from his pocket and inserted a cigarette into Aunt Berties holder. I leaned toward him, the jade tip between my lips, and imitated what Id seen. I inhaled while
  the man held a match to the end of the cigarette. The heat rushed toward my throat, more powerful than Id expected. I held my breath until the urge to cough passed.


  Whatre you drinking? the fellow asked.


  Nothing yet.


  Whats your pleasure?


  I searched my memory of the movies my friends and I had watched. The leading men and glamorous starlets always had cocktails in hand. Sidecar?


  You got it. He snapped his fingers at a passing waiter. In no time, I held a glass of the sweetest and sourest and most delicious thing Id ever tastedonce I overcame
  the shock of my first sip. This was working out fine now. Just fine. I emptied the glass quickly. Too quickly? I had no idea. Another appeared in my benefactors hand, as if by magic, and I
  accepted it, too.


  First time here? he asked.


  Is it obvious? I rushed ahead before he had a chance to answer. I heard it was a swanky place. The ash at the end of my cigarette curled and stretched like a scorched
  snake, undulating as though it would drop to the floor any second. I held it away from me, horrified. My companion swept a crystal dish from an alcove. I tapped the ash into the dish.


  Thanks. You might have saved my life, Mr. . . .


  Names Louie. Short for Louis, but all my friends call me Louie. He winked. Hows about a dance?


  Sure, um, Louie. He seemed like a gentleman, his suit starched and spotless, and he certainly was Johnny-on-the-spot with the cigarette and cocktails, not to mention capturing my
  runaway ash. I pressed the glowing end of my cigarette into the dish and returned the holder to my bag while Louie whisked away my second glass, along with several hed emptied.


  He led me to the dance floor, where he drew me closecloser than I liked. I held my arms stiff to force a little breathing room between our shoulders and hips. My head felt swimmy, and the
  design of the parquet floor now seemed more detailed than my brain could absorb. I trained my eyes on Louies chin. When the song ended, I backed away, relieved to see Trudie had left the
  dance floor and was making her way back to the bar with her partner. And I needed to use the ladies room. But Louie grabbed my arm and steered me toward a door at the back of the room.
  Lets grab some fresh air, sweets. Its stuffy in here.


  He pressed his fingers into my arm, and I tried to shake his hand off. He grinned and held on. Holding you too tight? Sorrythis place is a furnace. Im in a hurry to get
  outside, where I can breathe. He loosened his grip but pressed me steadily toward the door. I craned my neck to see if Trudie saw us leaving, waved frantically in her direction, but she
  stood near the bar, unaware of me or my dilemma, her head thrown back in laughter at something her companion had said, a fresh drink in her hand. Louis pushed me through the door. I hoped to simply
  chat with him a minute, then escape back into the club and find the ladies lounge without being rude.


  We leaned against a brick wall in the alley. It had grown dark in the short time Id been inside the club, and the sour aroma of trash made me watch my toes carefully in case of scavengers
  in the shadows. A couple of fellows and one young woman stood to the side, in hysterics at a story one of the men told. When their laughter dwindled, they turned to go inside.


  Louie tapped his cigarette pack on my arm. Need another cig, doll? Hey, wait. You know my name, but I dont know yours. Not fair.


  Isabelle. And Im afraid I have to go. I need to find the ladies room. I turned to follow the others.


  Oh, no, you dont. Louie grabbed my arm again. His grin widened. He must have sensed my discomfort, though, because his face changed. I no longer thought of him as handsome
  at all. Now his features seemed harshly drawn, not chiseled, and his smile menacing. Dont rush off, now. I want to have a little talk with you. Isabelle, hmm? Sweet name for a sweet
  gal.


  I peered over my shoulder toward the door, wishing for more patrons of the club to emerge. But the heavy door firmly ignored my silent pleas to open.


  Really, Louie, I have to go inside. My friend will be looking for me. And . . . I think Im going to be sick. I pressed my hand to my mouth. It wasnt an excuse. My
  stomach churned, and I truly thought the drinks might come back up. Before, I hadnt felt their effect, other than the buzzy, halfway pleasant feeling in my head. Now I felt positively green,
  and Louies aftershave, combined with the stink of rotting trash, overwhelmed me.


  Youre fine. Come on. I just want a little something. You know, in exchange for the cigarette and drinks. A little kiss . . . He pulled me close and pressed his mouth against
  mine. If Id thought I might vomit before, now I felt almost certain. His lips, fleshy and clammy, stank of alcohol and tobacco, and his teeth ground against mine when he forced his tongue
  inside my mouth.


  I gagged and tried to shove him away. Hey! Stop! Im not like that. Im not even old enough to be here. Let me go!


  The only kind of girl who comes here without a date is that kind, dollface. Age dont matter. Dont play games with me, now. Makes me impatient.


  He held me even tighter, pressing one hand against my rear and sliding his fingers through the thin silk of my dress toward places I knew he shouldnt be touching. With his other hand, he
  cupped my bosom and squeezedhard. I yelped, and now I fought back, scratching whatever I could reach. Leave me alone! You cant He laughed and kept on. I struggled
  harder, but the alcohol made me clumsy and slow, like a bad dream where I couldnt move fast enough to save myself.


  The club was the last building on the block, and a figure in the shadows caught my eye, emerging from around the corner at the end of the alley. You heard the lady, sir. Let her
  go. The voicefamiliar, low, and full of characterstartled me. I tried to place it. I strained to see the mans face as he drew closer. Louie turned his head, relaxing his
  hold long enough for me to slip from his grasp. I scrambled away, still holding my breath and trying not to vomit. Near the door, I hesitated, thinking that maybe I should run as far away from the
  place as fast as I could. I owed Trudie nothing at this pointnot after how shed abandoned me the minute wed gone in the place.


  Hey, who do you think you are, fella? Shes my date. You niggers should mind your own business anyway. Louie lurched toward the other man, and I recognized him thennot
  really a man at all. Close to my age.


  Robert? I said, and Nells brother looked over his shoulder at me, giving Louie a clear opportunity to land a punch square on his jaw. Robert staggered backward, and he ended
  up nearly in my lap as we both fell. He sprang back up, his hands held out in front of him.


  Please. I dont want trouble, sir. I just want to escort Miss Isabelle home. Her daddys highly respected around hereyou dont want trouble, either.


  Aw, go chase yourself. She was asking for it. Besides, why would I listen to a nigger? Louie drew his
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