
  
   [image: image]

  

 


Dear Husband,

Joyce Carol Oates

[image: image]







for Susan Wolfson and Ron Levao







Contents


Part One



Panic



Special



The Blind Man’s Sighted Daughters



Magda Maria



A Princeton Idyll



Cutty Sark



Landfill



Vigilante



The Heart Sutra



Part Two



Dear Joyce Carol,



Suicide by Fitness Center

 

The Glazers



Mistrial



Dear Husband,



Acknowledgments



About the Author



Books by Joyce Carol Oates



Credits



Copyright



About the Publisher









Part One










Panic



He knows this fact: it was a school bus.

That unmistakable color of virulent high-concentrate urine.

A lumbering school bus emitting exhaust. Faulty muffler, should be ticketed. He’d gotten trapped behind the bus in the right lane of the Chrysler Freeway headed north at about the exit for I-94, trapped at forty-five God-damned miles an hour. In disgust he shut VENT on his dashboard. What a smell! Would’ve turned on the A/C except he glimpsed then in the smudged rear window of the school bus, a section of which had been cranked partway open, two heifer-sized boys (Hispanic? black?) wrestling together and grinning. One of them had a gun the other was trying to snatch from him.

“My God! He’s got a—”

Charles spoke distractedly, in shock. He’d been preparing to shift into the left lane and pass the damned bus but traffic in that lane of the Freeway (now nearing the Hamtramck exit) was unrelenting, he’d come up dangerously close behind the bus. Beside him Camilla glanced up sharply to see two boys struggling against the rear window, the long-barreled object that was a gun or appeared to be a gun, without uttering a word nor even a sound of alarm, distress, warning, Camilla fumbled to unbuckle her safety belt, turned to climb over the back of the seat where she fell awkwardly, scrambled then to her knees to unbuckle the baby from the baby’s safety seat, and crouched on the floor behind Charles. So swiftly!

In a hoarse voice crying: “Brake the car! Get away!”

Charles was left in the front seat, alone. Exposed.

Stunned at how quickly, how unerringly and without a moment’s hesitation, his wife had reacted to the situation. She’d escaped into the backseat like a panicked cat. And lithe as a cat. While he continued to drive, too stunned even to release pressure on the gas pedal, staring at the boys in the bus window less than fifteen feet ahead.

Now the boys were watching him, too. They’d seen Camilla climb over the back of her seat, very possibly they’d caught a flash of white thigh, a silky undergarment, and were howling with hilarity. Grinning and pointing at Charles behind the wheel frozen-faced in fear and indecision, delighted as if they were being tickled in their most private parts. Another hulking boy joined them thrusting his heifer-face close against the window. The boy waving the gun, any age from twelve to seventeen, fatty torso in a black T-shirt, oily black tight-curly hair and a skin like something smudged with a dirty eraser, was crouching now to point the gun barrel through the cranked-open window, at an angle that allowed him to aim straight at Charles’s heart.

Laugh, laugh! There were a half-dozen boys now crowded against the bus window, observing with glee the cringing Caucasian male, of no age in their eyes except old, hunched behind the wheel of his metallic-gray Acura in the futile hope of minimizing the target he made, pleading, as if the boys could hear or, hearing, be moved to have pity on him, “No, don’t!—no, no, God no—”

Charles braked the car, desperately. Swerved onto the highway shoulder. This was a dangerous maneuver executed without premeditation, no signal to the driver close behind the Acura in a massive S.U.V. but he had no choice! Horns were sounding on all sides, furious as wounded rhinos. The Acura lurched and bumped along the littered shoulder, skidded, began to fishtail. Both Camilla and Susanna were screaming. Charles saw a twisted strip of chrome rushing toward them, tire remnants and broken glass, but his brakes held, he struck the chrome at about ten miles an hour, and came to an abrupt stop.

Directly behind Charles, the baby was shrieking. Camilla was trying to comfort her, “Honey, it’s all right! We are all right, honey! We’re safe now! Nothing is going to happen! Nothing is going to happen to you, honey. Mommy is right here.”

The school bus had veered on ahead, emitting its jeering exhaust.

 

Too fast. It happened too fast.

Didn’t have time to think. Those punk bastards…

Had he seen the license plate at the rear of the school bus, he had not. Hadn’t even registered the name of the school district or the bus company in black letters coated in grime at the rear of the bus. Hamtramck? Highland Park? As soon as he’d seen the gun in the boy’s hand he’d been walloped by adrenaline like a shot to the heart: rushing blood to his head, tears into his eyes, racing his heart like a hammering fist.

He was shaken, ashamed. Humiliated.

It was the animal panic of not wanting to be shot, not wanting to die, that had taken over him utterly. The demonically grinning boys, the long-barreled object, obviously a gun, had to be a gun, the boy crouching so that he could aim through the cranked-open section of the window straight at Charles. The rapture in the thuggish kid’s face as he prepared to pull the trigger.

Camilla was leaning over him, concerned. “Charles, are you all right?”

He was cursing the boys on the bus. He was sweating now, and his heart continued to beat erratically, as if mockingly. He told Camilla yes, of course he was all right. He was fine. He was alive, wasn’t he? No shots had been fired, he hadn’t crashed the car. She and Susanna were unhurt.

He would climb out of the overheated car as, scarcely more than a foot away, traffic rushed by on the highway, and he would struggle with the God-damned strip of chrome that had jammed beneath the Acura’s front bumper, and then with mangled hands gripping the steering wheel tight as death he would continue to drive his family the rest of the way home without incident.

Camilla remained in the backseat, cradling and comforting the baby.

 

Comforting the baby she should be comforting him. She’d abandoned him to death.

 

He laughed. He was willing to recast the incident as a droll yet emblematic experience. One of the small and inexplicable dramas of their marriage. Saying, teasing, “You certainly got out of the passenger’s seat in record time, Camilla. Abandoned your poor husband.”

Camilla looked at him, eyes brimming with hurt.

“Charles, I had to protect Susanna. I only—”

“Of course. I know. It was remarkable, what you did.”

“I saw the gun. That’s all I saw. I panicked, and acted without thinking.”

“You acted brilliantly, Camilla. I wish we had a video.”

Camilla laughed. She was still excited, pumped up.

Susanna, eighteen months old, their first and to-be-only child, had been changed, fed, pacified, lain gently in her crib. A miracle, the baby who usually resisted napping at this hour was sleeping.

She’d cried herself into exhaustion. But she would forget the incident in the car, already she’d forgotten. The bliss of eighteen months.

Camilla was saying, in awe of herself, “Charles, I don’t think I’ve ever acted so swiftly. So—unerringly! I played high school basketball, field hockey. I was never so fast as the other girls.”

Ruefully Camilla rubbed her knees. She was slightly banged up, she would be bruised, she guessed. Lucky for her she hadn’t broken her neck.

Yet Camilla was marveling at what she’d accomplished in those scant several seconds. While Charles had continued to drive the car like a zombie, helpless. She had unbuckled her seat belt and crawled over the back of the seat and unbuckled the baby and crouched with the baby behind Charles. Shielded by Charles.

Charles understood that Camilla would recall and re-enact her astonishing performance many times, in secret.

He said, “You hid behind me, which was the wise thing to do. Under the circumstances. The kids had a target, it would have been me in any case. It was purely nature, what you did. ‘Protecting the young.’”

“Charles, really! I didn’t hide behind you. I hid behind the car seat.”

But I was in the seat. “Look, you were acting instinctively. Instinct is impersonal. You acted to save a baby, and yourself. You had to save yourself in order to save the baby. It must be like suddenly realizing you can swim.” Charles spoke slowly, as if the idea were only now coming to him, a way of seeing the incident from a higher moral perspective. “A boat capsizes, you’re in the water, and in terror of drowning you swim. You discover that you can swim.”

“Except you don’t, Charles. You don’t just ‘swim.’ If you don’t already know how to swim, you drown.”

“I mean it’s nature, impersonal. It isn’t volitional.”

“Yet you seem to resent me.”

“Resent you! Camilla, I love you.”

The truthful answer was yes. He did resent her, unfairly. Yet he knew he must not push this further, he would say things he might regret and could not retract. You don’t love me, you love Susanna. You love the baby not the father. You love the father but not much. Not enough. The father is expendable. The father is last season’s milkweed seed blown in the wind. Debris.


Camilla laughed at him, though she was wanting to be kissed by him, comforted. After her acrobatics in the car, after she’d demonstrated how little she needed him, how comical an accessory he was to her, still she wanted to be kissed and comforted, she was a wistful girl of about fourteen. Her smooth skin, her face that was round and imperturbable as a moon, maddening at times in its placidity. Charles had been attracted initially by the calmness of the woman’s beauty and now he was annoyed. Camilla was thirty-six years old which is not so young and yet even in unsparing daylight she looked at least a decade younger, her face was so unlined, her eyes so clear. Charles, forty-two, had one of those fair-skinned “patrician” faces that become imprinted with a subtle sort of age: reminding Charles, when he had to consider it, of calcified sand beneath which rivulets of fresh water are running, wearing away the sand from within.

He was a corporation lawyer. He was a very good corporation lawyer. He would protect his clients. He would protect his wife, his daughter. How?

“Camilla, don’t misunderstand me. Your instinct was to protect Susanna. There was nothing you could have done for me if one of those kids had fired the gun.”

“If you’d been shot, we would have crashed anyway. We might all be dead now.”

Camilla spoke wistfully. Charles wanted to slap her.

“Well. We’re not, are we.”

Instead, they were in their bedroom in Bloomfield Hills. A large white Colonial on a hill in Baskings Grove Estates, near Quarton Road. Leafy hilly suburb north of the derelict and depopulated city of Detroit sprawled choked in haze where, years ago as a boy, Charles had lived in a residential neighborhood above Six Mile Road near Livernois until his parents, fearful of “coloreds” encroaching upon them, had panicked, sold their property and fled. They were living now in Lake Worth, Florida. Charles thought of them as he tugged off his noose-necktie and flung it down. Some of them, they’d kill you as soon as look at you. They’re crack addicts, animals.


In the car returning home, Camilla had tried to call 911 but the cell phone hadn’t worked and now they were home, and safe, Charles debated whether to report the incident to Detroit police, now that the emergency had passed. No one had been hurt, after all.

Camilla objected, “But they—those boys—might hurt someone else. If they play that trick again. Another driver might really panic seeing the gun aimed at him, and crash his car.”

Charles winced at this. Really panic. As if he, Charles, had panicked only moderately. But of course he had, why deny it. Camilla had been a witness. The swarthy-skinned boys laughing like hyenas in the rear bus window had been witnesses.

While Camilla prepared their dinner, Charles made the call. He spoke carefully, politely. His voice did not quaver…. calling to report an incident that happened at about four-fifteen this afternoon on the Chrysler Freeway headed north at about the Hamtramck exit. A very dangerous incident involving a gun, that almost caused an accident. High-school boys, or maybe junior-high…Charles spoke flatly describing in terse words what had happened. What had almost happened. Having to concede, he hadn’t seen the license plate. Had not noticed the name of the school district. No distinguishing features on the bus except it was an old bus, probably not a suburban school bus, certainly not a private school bus, very likely an inner city bus, rust-flecked, filthy, emitting exhaust. No, he had not gotten a very good look at the boys: dark-skinned, he thought. But hadn’t seen clearly.

In the kitchen, Camilla seemed to be opening and shutting drawers compulsively as if looking for something that eluded her. She was in a fever, suddenly! She came to the doorway to stare at Charles who had ceased speaking on the phone, which was their land-phone; he stood limply, arms at his sides, staring at the carpet at his feet. Camilla said, “Charles?”

“Yes? What?”

“Didn’t whoever you spoke with have more to ask? Didn’t he ask for our number?”

“No.”

“That seems strange. You weren’t on the phone very long.”


Charles felt his face darken with blood. Was this woman eavesdropping on him? She’d left him to die, abandoned him to jeering black boys with a gun, now she was eavesdropping on his call to the police, staring at him so strangely?

“Long enough.”

Camilla stared. A strand of hair had fallen onto her forehead, distractedly she brushed it away. “‘Long enough’—what?”

“On the fucking phone. You call, if it’s so important to you.”

In fact, Charles had not called the police. Even as he’d punched out the numbers on his phone, he’d broken the connection with his thumb before the call went through. He hadn’t spoken with any police officer, nor even with any operator. None of what had happened that afternoon seemed very important to him now. The boys (Hispanic? black?) were punks of no consequence to him, living here on Fairway Drive, Bloomfield Hills; his revenge was living here, and not there, with them; his revenge was being himself, capable of dismissing them from his thoughts. The gun had (probably) not been a real gun and whatever had happened on the Chrysler Freeway, after all nothing had happened.

“But I didn’t get a good look at them, Charles. As you did.”

There was nothing on the local Detroit news stations, of interest to them, at 6 P.M. But at 11 P.M. there came BULLETIN BREAKING NEWS of a shooting on I-94, near the intersection with Grand River Avenue: a trucker had been shot in the upper chest with what police believed to be a .45-caliber bullet, and was in critical condition at Detroit General. The shooting had occurred at approximately 9:20 P.M. and police had determined the shot had been fired by a sniper on an overpass, firing down into traffic.

Camilla cried, “It was him! That boy!”

Charles switched stations. Film footage of I-94 near Grand River Avenue was just concluding. “Why would it be I-94? An overpass? The boys on the bus were headed in the other direction. They’d have been off the bus, wherever they were going, hours before. And miles away. It’s just a coincidence.”

Camilla shuddered. “Coincidence! My God.”


 

“You still do love me. Don’t you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Don’t you?”

“Shouldn’t I?” A pause. “I’m so tired…”

Knowing he wouldn’t be able to sleep but he must sleep, he had an early meeting next morning: 8 A.M., breakfast. At his company’s headquarters. Must sleep. They’d gone to bed, exhausted and creaky-jointed as an elderly couple, and Charles lay now stiff as a wooden effigy, on his back. He’d dismissed the incident (urine-colored school bus, smudged-skinned young punks, the ambiguous long-barreled weapon) from his mind, it was over. Beside him Camilla lay warm-skinned, ardent. Wanting to push into his arms, to make love with him, or wanting at least to give the impression of wanting to make love which, in a long-term marriage, counts for the same gesture, in theory. See? I love you, you are rebuffing me. Charles was polite but unreceptive. What pathos in lovemaking, in stark “physical” sex, when life itself is at stake! Civilization at stake! Charles’s head was flooding with images like the screen of a demonic video game. (He had never played such a game. But he’d observed, in video arcades.) The ugly lumbering school bus he’d been trapped behind. The stink of the exhaust. How had it happened, had Camilla been speaking to him, he’d become distracted, hadn’t seen the bus in time to switch to another lane, and if he’d done that, none of this would have happened. Seeing now the rear window of the bus: craning his neck upward, to see. What were those boys doing? The rear window was divided into sections and only the smaller panes at the sides could be cranked open. The pane at the left, directly in front of, and above, Charles, had been opened and it was through this window that the long-barreled revolver had been pointed. No! Don’t shoot! Not me! Now Charles saw vividly, unmistakably, the faces of the boys: they were probably not more than twelve or thirteen years old, with dark, demonic eyes, jeering grins, oily-dark hair. As he stared up at them pleading with them the gun discharged, a froth-dream washed over his contorted face like an explosion of light. Was he already dead? His face was frozen. And there was Camilla screaming and pushing—at him—trying to get away from him, as he restrained her. Brake the car! Get away! He’d never heard his wife speak in so hoarse, so impatient a voice. For the baby was somewhere behind them, and nothing mattered except the baby.

Charles was alone now in the speeding car. A limping-speeding car as if one of the tires was going flat. Where was he? One of the freeways? Emerging out of Detroit, in a stream of traffic. And there was the school bus, ahead. He’d been abandoned by his family to die in their place. You are born, you reproduce, you die. The simplest equation. No choice except to drive blindly forward even as the gleeful boys, one of them pudgy-fat-faced, a faint mustache on his upper lip, knelt on the bus seat to aim a bullet into his head.

He heard the windshield shatter. He cringed, trying to shield his face and chest with his arms.

It is said that when you are shot you don’t feel pain, you feel the powerful impact of the bullet or bullets like a horse’s hooves striking you. You may begin to bleed in astonishment for you did not know you’d been hit. Certainly you know with a part of your brain but not the conscious part of your brain for that part of your brain is working to deny its knowledge. The work of mankind is to deny such knowledge. The labor of civilization, tribal life. Truth is dissolved in human wishes. The wish is an acid powerful enough to dissolve all knowledge. He, Charles, would die; must die at the hands of a grinning imbecile in a black T-shirt. Yet he seemed to know, and this was the point of the dream, that he could not allow himself such knowledge for he could not bear his life under such circumstances. In middle age he had become the father of a baby girl. He had neither wanted nor not-wanted a baby but when the baby was born he’d realized that his life had been a preparation for this. He loved his baby girl whose name in the dream he could not remember far more than he loved his own ridiculous life and he would not have caused such a beautiful child to be brought into a world so polluted, so ugly a world. As the bullets shattered the windshield of the car a sliver of glass flew at the baby’s face, piercing an eye for she’d been left helpless, strapped in the child safety seat.

Charles screamed, thrashing in panic.

“Charles? Wake up.”

He’d soaked through his boxer shorts, that he wore in place of pajamas. The thin white T-shirt stuck to his ribs and his armpits stank, appallingly.

“You’ve been dreaming. Poor darling.”

Camilla understood: her husband had ceased to love her. He would not forget her behavior in the car, her “abandonment” of him. He was jealous of her acrobatic prowess, was he?—as he was jealous of her way with Susanna who would rather be bathed by and cuddle with Mommy than with Daddy.

It wasn’t the first time in nine years of marriage that Charles had ceased to love Camilla, she knew. For he was a ridiculous man. Immature, wayward in emotion, uncertain of himself, anxious-competitive in his profession, frightened. He was vain. He was childish. Though highly intelligent, sharp-witted. At times, handsome. And tender. He had a habit of frowning, grimacing, pulling at his lips, that Camilla found exasperating, yet, even so, he was an attractive man. He was shrewd, though he lacked an instinctive sense of others. And yet Camilla herself was shrewd, she’d loved one or two other men before Charles and understood that she must comfort him now, for he needed her badly. She must kiss his mouth, gently. Not aggressively but gently. She must hold him, his sweaty, frankly smelly body, a tremulous male body, she must laugh softly and kiss him as if unaware that he was trembling. At first Charles was resistant, for a man must be resistant, at such times. For his pride had been wounded. His male pride, lacerated. And publicly. He’d been having a nightmare just now yet how like Charles not to want to have been wakened from it, by Camilla.

Panic can only be borne by a man, if there is no witness.


Charles’s skin had turned clammy. Camilla could feel his heart beating erratically. He was still shivering, his feet and hands were icy. He’d had a true panic attack, Camilla thought. She was holding him, beginning to be frightened herself. But she must not let on of course. “Darling, I’m here. I’ve got you. You’ll be fine.”

Eventually, well before dawn when the baby in the adjoining room first began to fret and flail in her crib, this was so.









Special



Poor child! But lucky to be alive, and not blind.

One December evening in 1971, when Aimee Zacharis was nine years old, she was the cause of a terrible accident in the kitchen of her parents’ home in Sparta, New York, and though neither of her parents accused her, or indicated that she deserved what had happened to her, staring at her reflection in a bathroom mirror when she’d been brought home from the hospital, seeing the ugliness there so bright-lit and exposed, Aimee knew that this was so.

She looked like a plucked chicken! A scalded plucked chicken. If the sight hadn’t been so pathetic, and if the plucked chicken wasn’t her, she’d have laughed.

Quick little yelps of laughter. Like her sister Sallie Grace who laughed when she was surprised, or anxious. Or angry.

Boiling water, in a large pot on the stove, salted boiling water in which Aimee’s mother was cooking spaghetti, had been overturned onto Aimee when she’d stumbled into the stove. The boiling water had scalded her right arm, her right shoulder, her neck, the lower part of her right cheek and a considerable portion of her scalp. Like frenzied worms the spaghetti had slithered over her. She’d thought she was on fire! She fell to the floor, scalding water continued to spill out of the half-gallon aluminum pot. The accident had happened so quickly, it had seemed to be happening to someone else: her older sister Sallie Grace was making her agitated cry Nyah! nyah! nyah! and her mother was screaming No! no! Aimee no! and there was another high-pitched cry like a wounded cat that must have been Aimee herself, before she lost consciousness in the puddle of hot water and spaghetti on the floor beside the stove.

Aimee’s mother had called 911. Aimee had been carried off to the emergency room at Sparta Memorial Hospital. Aimee had not awakened until the next day and for a long time afterward floated in something billowy and white where you could shut your eyes and sleep immediately and such a delicious sleep it was, you wanted it never to end. On the insides of Aimee’s eyelids were such fascinating faces, animals, cloud-shapes, vivid zigzag colors like rainbow-lightning, she wanted it never to end. At her bedside there came Momma to cry over her, and pray; there came Dadda to smile a wide glistening smile and to promise she’d be a “pretty little girl again, soon.” And there came Sallie Grace to stare with shiny black beautiful eyes, jamming her fingers into her mouth.

Nyah. Nyah!

Dadda had taken Sallie Grace quickly away. Momma kissed her own fingertips and pressed them lightly against Aimee’s nose that had been spared the terrible boiling water.

Now, Aimee’s head looked so small. She had not remembered her head so small. Her eyes were small and damp and blinking and shone with an unhealthy lustre like a doll’s eyes. In the hospital Aimee had had “skin-graft surgery” on her arm and shoulder but none on her face and head where the burns had been less severe. Somehow, her hands had been spared. All ten of Aimee’s fingers! Most of her face had been spared which was very lucky, and her eyes had been spared which was even luckier, as people were saying. These were adults, many of them relatives. And nurses at the hospital. Poor child but lucky to be alive, and not blind. So lucky!

In the hospital Aimee hadn’t been allowed to look at herself and had not wished to look at herself in the way that, in a delicious dream, you don’t think of who you are, for who you are isn’t important in the dream, only the dream is important. So, coming home was a surprise, like the cold stinging air outdoors. Like the smell of snow, that made her nostrils pinch. Coming home meant having so many opportunities to see herself in mirrors, there was an upstairs bathroom and there was a downstairs bathroom, and there was a mirror on the back of the door in her parents’ room, and there was a small mirror on the maple wood bureau in her room, that made her face look scrunched together like a crumpled rag. The starkest sight was in the downstairs bathroom mirror, that drew Aimee like an evil thought, like Satan in the Bible, that Momma read aloud in a thrilled quavering voice, though Momma and Dadda would scold if they caught her staring at herself, touching herself, feeling sorry for herself which they said was unhealthy, and morbid.

“Morbid” was Dadda’s word. Often, Dadda used such words, you had to figure out their meaning by the expression in Dadda’s face. Disdainful, disapproving. Dadda was such a good-looking man with black wavy hair, black-gleaming eyes, a black mustache always kept neatly trimmed, you wanted to make Dadda smile and not frown. Dadda was a “certified public accountant” which meant that Dadda was very smart and Momma’s relatives were shy in his presence.

Aimee stared in fascination at her small plucked-chicken head and wizened face. This face wasn’t the face of a nine-year-old girl! Aimee’s scalp showed through her hair that lifted in sad, silly curls like damp string. There were not nearly enough of these sparrow-colored hairs to cover the scalp that was scarred and bumpy. The lower right side of Aimee’s face and part of her throat looked like mismatched pieces of skin that had been stitched together, worm-like welts in the flesh she couldn’t keep from touching. There was Dadda’s vague promise that someday there might be “cosmetic surgery” on Aimee’s face and throat but this could not be for a while for Aimee was still growing. Her bones were still growing, her head. That silly head! She would wear a knitted cap in school until her hair grew back. The cap made her head look even smaller. Aimee bit her fingers laughing at the sight of the sad-freaky little girl in the mirror so alone and so exposed. Aimee saw the little girl as the older, loud boys on the school bus would see her. They would be merciless when she returned to school in January for already they teased Aimee and her tall clumsy older sister Sallie Grace who was eleven and in special education at Sparta Junior High.

Special was always said of Sallie Grace Zacharis. Special had never been said of Aimee Zacharis.

Except now. She’d gone and made a freak of herself. Brought it on herself. Provoked her sister. She’s been told, and told. Aimee wasn’t sure if she’d overheard her mother say this or not. Maybe her mother had been speaking on the phone or maybe to her father in their bedroom with the beautiful pink satin drapes and matching bedspread which neither Aimee nor Sallie Grace was allowed to enter except when invited. The painkiller pills Aimee was still taking twice a day made her confused and groggy and sometimes she heard her mother scolding her but there was no one there. Aimee! Bad girl brought it on yourself look what you’ve done. Even before the boiling water and the hospital it was said of Aimee Zacharis by her fourth grade teacher Mrs. Halleron that she had quite an imagination.

Mrs. Halleron had meant her remark as praise. Aimee’s parents weren’t so sure.

Feeling sorry for yourself is a sin, Momma said. Touching your scars as if they are something precious is disgusting. If Aimee lingered too long in the bathroom staring at herself in the stark overhead light there would come a sharp rap on the door and her mother’s stern voice: “Aimee. What are you doing in there.” This wasn’t an actual question but a command that meant Aimee must unlock the door and come out immediately.

Sometimes when Aimee emerged from the bathroom blinking and wiping at her eyes if she smiled up at Momma, Momma would relent and hug her, and brush her lips against Aimee’s left cheek, which had not been scarred. But sometimes Momma pushed her away with a little sob: “Oh, that face of yours! I can’t stand it. Go away.”

 

In the Zacharis household there were two daughters: Sallie Grace and Aimee.

Sallie Grace was the elder by two years and much taller than Aimee and going through any doorway, or on the stairs, Sallie Grace went first.

Sallie Grace had been born first and had sucked up all the oxygen in the household as she had sucked up all Dadda’s and Momma’s love in her greedy way of devouring food, lowering her head over her plate (so her hair sometimes fell into it, which Momma tried to prevent) and chewing noisily and rocking in her chair until all the glassware on the table vibrated and Dadda laughed and put a stop to it like a magician raising his hand: “Sallie Grace! Enough.”

Only Dadda had that power. Only Dadda could wake Sallie Grace from one of her trances without throwing her into a rage and often, if Daddy said just the right thing, Sallie Grace would laugh.

“Da—da. Silly.”

Aimee’s earliest memory was not of her parents but of Sallie Grace leaning over her crib staring and gaping at her. And Sallie Grace leaning over her crib to scream and laugh and jiggle the crib to wake her from a nap, and to scare her.

Aimee told Momma of this memory, and Momma said gently, “Noooo! You could not remember any such thing, Aimee. You were an infant.”

Though Sallie Grace could not have been much more than three years old at the time, Aimee remembered her sister as a giant.

Aimee thought I do remember! I always will.

Since her seventh birthday Aimee had begun to realize that she could think her own thoughts and neither Momma nor Dadda could “hear” them. And if she kept her face very still, neither Momma nor Dadda could “read” what was inside her head. This was an exciting discovery but scary, too.


“Your sister has a ‘condition.’ She is not retarded like those other poor children who are brain damaged and can never mature. In fact, Sallie Grace has a high I.Q., we’ve been told. Sallie Grace is being treated and Sallie Grace is ‘making progress’ and you will love Sallie Grace as we do.” Momma paused, wiping at her eyes. Momma had fair, thin skin and limp brown hair nothing like Dadda’s and her voice quavered when she was excited but you could not always tell if Momma was happy-excited or nervous-excited. “Sallie Grace is not a leper to be shunned.”

Aimee nodded yes. Yes! Always, Aimee nodded yes.

Not needing to ask what “leper” meant, or “shunned.” These were words like “morbid” you comprehended by the expression in an adult’s face.

It was like wishing to please God. After God had caused the boiling water to pour over Aimee, and then God changed his mind and caused Aimee’s eyesight to be “spared.”

And Momma and Dadda wept: “Thank God!”

Sallie Grace did not weep though sometimes Sallie Grace’s eyes shone like reflectors. Shiny dark-glass reflectors. Sallie Grace was eleven years old and five-feet-six and lanky-thin, “high-strung,” “sensitive.” The Zacharises had taken Sallie Grace to so many doctors, psychologists, therapists, family counsellors, they joked that their daughter was “beyond diagnosis.” Aimee knew only that, when Momma took Sallie Grace and Aimee out, it was Sallie Grace who drew all eyes.

“Oh! What a beautiful girl.”

Not seeing how Sallie Grace’s beautiful eyes swerved to avoid theirs, or how her beautiful mouth sucked at itself. Not seeing the gnawed-at fingernails, and fingers. Sallie Grace looked nothing like Momma but only like Dadda with glossy wavy-black hair and a long straight nose and smooth olive-dark skin that looked as if it would be hot to the touch. (Except for Dadda, and sometimes Momma, no one dared touch Sallie Grace.) The Zacharis relatives saw that Sallie Grace was one of them and among them, and Dadda, who was called Ezra by them, there was a nervous smiling banter having to do with Sallie Grace (but never with Aimee) and how Sallie Grace was “doing” and Dadda would frown and say fine, fine! and Dadda would run his fingers over his neatly trimmed mustache, and Dadda would smile and say, “Well, that one, Sallie Grace, keeps us on our toes!”

Aimee felt a stab of jealousy staring at Dadda’s feet. Dadda’s shiny black shoes. She had never once seen Dadda on his toes. But there came Momma in high-heeled shoes and red lipstick on her mouth and it was easier to see Momma teetering on her toes, hoping to please Dadda’s family.

Sallie Grace was enrolled in the special education class at Sparta Middle School where she’d learned to read though it was said that words were “scrambled” in her head. Unlike Aimee who read quickly, and silently, Sallie Grace had to shape each word with her lips as if tasting it and the effort was tiring and frustrating. Sallie Grace could do arithmetic “in her head” but had difficulty writing numerals down which was the opposite of Aimee who could only do arithmetic with a pencil and paper. The most special thing about Sallie Grace, which all the relatives admired, and Aimee envied terribly, was Sallie Grace’s ability to play piano “by ear” after hearing Dadda play. Sallie Grace could imitate Dadda exactly, it was like magic! Side by side Dadda and Sallie Grace sat on the piano bench playing four hands together, sometimes laughing, singing. For Sallie Grace was very happy at such times. Sallie Grace was a lovable girl at such times. Aimee saw how at the piano her father and her sister were nearly the same height except Dadda was much broader-backed and Sallie Grace was thin with eager hunched shoulders and jutting elbows.

“Da-da. Love you.”

But Sallie Grace could not learn to read music and so could not take piano lessons, as Dadda wished. Which was very frustrating to Sallie Grace and threw her into a frenzy of keyboard banging and gnawing at her scabby fingers, to punish them.

In the months before the boiling water and the upset that followed, it had been said that Sallie Grace was “making progress” at school as at home. Her new medication allowed her to sit in her desk at school for as long as fifteen minutes at a time without growing restless or anxious and allowed her for the first time to “interact” with other children without fear, aggression, or hostility. This fall there was a new special education teacher named Dana Stoat who excited the Zacharises by telling them that she saw “true potential” in their beautiful daughter who was one of her “star performers” and she believed that, locked inside Sallie Grace’s mysterious brain, was a “high I.Q., possibly genius.”

Genius! Aimee wanted to shrink away and hide. Nobody would ever say “genius” of Aimee Zacharis, she knew.

Except that, even with her medication, Sallie Grace was still susceptible to what Dadda called “spells.” A kind of fury came over her if she fumbled doing something she badly wanted to do, or if someone (usually Momma, who was always home) told her Sallie Grace: no when she wasn’t in a mood to be disciplined. Noises outside (low-flying airplanes, sanitation trucks thundering past in the street, chain saws, barking dogs) could set her off moaning, whimpering, rocking from side to side in agony, also “nasty” sights on TV (which Sallie Grace was not permitted to watch unsupervised, but did). Until recently, Aimee had been too small and inconsequential to attract Sallie Grace’s attention much, but lately she’d begun to notice her, and seemed resentful. “Don’t provoke your sister,” Momma was continually warning Aimee, “you know better.” You could not hurry into any room ahead of Sallie Grace and you could not speak if Sallie Grace was speaking in her rapid breathless way that went on, and on, and on like a radio turned too loud, especially you dared not pass too closely behind Sallie Grace or stand behind her which made Sallie Grace very agitated. On the evening of the accident in the kitchen, something like this must have happened. Aimee did not remember provoking Sallie Grace but Momma insisted she had, so it must have been so. For Momma remembered so much more than Aimee could remember, and Momma was adamant. Sallie Grace had been in the kitchen helping Momma prepare supper and Aimee had wanted to help, too. Momma had been at the sink, the big pan of boiling water was on the stove. Sallie Grace was in her trance of “setting the table nice” which she did for each meal in the same way, neat and exacting, to win Dadda’s praise: blue plastic place mats wiped clean and positioned at each chair, blue paper napkins folded in half to the left, forks placed on the napkins and knives and spoons to the right, a space between for the plate which Momma would set down, and salt-and-pepper shakers (cut-glass, always filled to the top) in the center of the table. And there came Aimee into the kitchen, though Aimee did not brush against Sallie Grace, and Sallie Grace dropped a fork which was very upsetting to Sallie Grace for anything done “wrong” by her was a source of extreme anxiety, and suddenly Sallie Grace was whimpering, and Sallie Grace was muttering Nyah! nyah! nyah! and pushing Aimee at the stove, and the force of the collision caused the boiling spaghetti to overturn on her, as Momma cried what sounded like No no! Aimee no! in such anger, in even the confusion and terror of the moment, Aimee heard.

 

When Aimee returned from the hospital looking like a plucked scalded chicken, Sallie Grace could not keep from staring at her. Any kind of “ugly”—“nasty”—sight was alarming to Sallie Grace. If Aimee looked at Sallie Grace, even with a shy little smile, Sallie Grace became agitated and Momma had to hurry to calm her: “Sallie Grace, Aimee can’t help it. Try not to look at her, if it bothers you.”

Aimee overheard Momma saying, in a pleading voice, “Sallie Grace, you know who Aimee is, don’t you? Your little sister?”

 

Momma was upset, her prayers to God had failed.

Momma began to insist that Aimee pray with her every day. Aimee usually liked prayer-time with Momma because it was just Momma and her (never Dadda, who didn’t approve of “superstition”), a furtive half-hour while Sallie Grace, heavily medicated, had her afternoon nap, but Aimee didn’t like kneeling on the hardwood floor which Momma believed was necessary now, to impress God. Before, they had knelt on the carpet. In January, Momma made a new friend from church whose teenaged daughter was so severely retarded she’d had to be “put in a home” and this woman gave Momma colorful “holy cards” of Jesus, Jesus’ mother Mary, and others from the Bible said to be “saints.” Aimee who was forbidden to buy comic books was fascinated by the cards and studied them closely. At first she thought they must be photographs but Momma told her they were drawings. Aimee asked Momma why there was no picture of God?—and Momma said that God was a “spirit.” One of the cards showed a burning bush which was God—was it? But how could you pray to fire?

Momma said, “God looks into our hearts. He hears all our thoughts. If we pray for Sallie Grace with every breath, God will take mercy on us. He will.”

Momma spoke so vehemently, Aimee worried that God would become angry with her. Since the boiling water, Aimee did not trust God.

“Can we pray for me, too, Momma? For my scars to heal and go away? Just one prayer, Momma?”

Aimee knew it was risky when Momma was in such a mood to ask for any favor. Dadda had vaguely promised that Aimee’s scars would “heal and go away” if she had patience and Momma seemed to believe this, too. Now Momma looked at her, frowning. Momma swiped at Aimee’s fingers that were feeling the nape of Aimee’s neck. “Oh, you. Always you. It’s Sallie Grace who needs our prayers, Aimee. Sallie Grace’s soul is in danger.”

Aimee knew what “soul” was: “spirit.” Something inside a person you could not see except, if you saw it, by a miracle, it was likely to be fire like the “burning bush” that appeared to Moses and scared him into acknowledging God.

Momma shut her eyes when she prayed, whispering to herself. She had to whisper quickly to get all her prayers said, all her wishes made, before Sallie Grace woke from her nap cranky and hungry and crept to the refrigerator to devour butter with her fingers, or leftover pudding, or ice cream out of a carton before Momma could stop her. Aimee pretended to pray but really she was looking at the Bible cards where the surprise was Jesus: Jesus Healing the Leper, Jesus and the Barren Fig Tree, Jesus Curing the Blind Man, Jesus Raising Lazarus from the Dead, Jesus with His Disciples, Jesus in the Garden, Jesus Crucified, Jesus Resurrected. Jesus had dark curly hair and a beard, a handsome strong face like Dadda’s face except younger, and a mouth that was kindly and unusually red for a man’s mouth, like Dadda, too. Jesus wore robes of many colors mixed together such as a woman might wear as a costume. Staring at Jesus, Aimee felt something warm and comforting in the area of her heart and when she shut her eyes and there came Jesus close as in the bathroom mirror and Jesus was smiling at Aimee saying You can pray for your burns to heal, Aimee. That is your right. Aimee was so surprised, she opened her eyes and Jesus was gone.

Later, Aimee asked her mother if Jesus was a spirit, too?—and Momma said vaguely, “Well, Jesus was a man. And Jesus was the ‘Son of God.’ All the other things Jesus was, I can’t say.”

“‘Jesus was a man’? Like Dadda?”

“Like Dadda, yes. But more than Dadda. I think!”

Momma laughed. Momma had a wild rising way of laughing now, as if they were characters in a TV comedy.

 

After this, Jesus began to appear to Aimee whenever she shut her eyes in a certain wishful way. Even at school, even on the school bus, even at mealtimes when Sallie Grace began to hum loudly as she chewed her food and jiggled to make the table vibrate. Just inside her eyelids Jesus waited with his warm smile and warm brown eyes. Aimee, hello! I am your friend, you don’t need them. At prayer-time Aimee only just pretended to pray for Sallie Grace, really she prayed for herself as Jesus had urged; and Jesus’ advice was excellent for by March her hair had grown back feathery-brown like a bird’s crest and she didn’t have to wear the silly caps Momma had knitted for her any longer; and the most visible burn-scars were fading. Sometimes the pain returned, sheets and ripples of flame that made her whimper aloud, but this too seemed to be fading and Aimee was very careful not to provoke it with hot water. On the school bus the older boys had lost interest in teasing her now that she’d learned to defy them by shutting her eyes and hearing Jesus console her Why should you care what these jerks say! Don’t even listen.

The boys still teased Sallie Grace, but she’d learned to mimic their nastiest swear-words, that no other girl would utter, which she didn’t hesitate to shout at them. Also, Sallie Grace was learning to punch, claw, and kick at her tormentors. Sallie Grace seemed to be growing taller every week.

“Please God help my daughter. Help Sallie Grace to be a good girl, a normal girl, a girl to make us happy and proud, and help me to be a good mother and a good wife please God Amen!”—this was Aimee’s mother’s constant prayer now that Sallie Grace wasn’t making so much progress as before. The prayer was like an old soiled towel too often used. The prayer was very boring, Aimee thought. Clearly God had a mind of his own and wasn’t being swayed. Aimee smiled to think that she could pray to Jesus who would hear her and console her Why should you care if they don’t love you, just do your homework.

Aimee did her homework. Aimee did extra-credit assignments. Aimee brought home a report card at the end of the year that was a column of A’s and one A+ in communication arts. Mrs. Halleron said, passing out the cards, “Aimee, your parents will be very proud of you. I know I would be, if you were my daughter.” But when Aimee showed the card to her parents it was in the midst of one of Sallie Grace’s “relapses” and they were both distracted. Aimee hated it, Sallie Grace was forever “relapsing”—“going through a phase”—“having a bad spell”—and lately she was reluctant to go to school, refused to brush her teeth, take a shower or a bath, allow Momma to wash and comb out her long straggly hair that wasn’t so beautiful now but a nest of snarls like spiders. The house rang with her shrieks and sobs. And Dana Stoat wasn’t calling Sallie Grace her star performer any longer. When Dadda finally glanced at Aimee’s report card he muttered, “Oh, fine,” turning away with a sour look as if he had more important things on his mind than a fourth grader’s grades. And Momma laid the card down absent-mindedly so that Sallie Grace who was sharp-eyed for destruction snatched it up and crumpled it out of meanness, and Aimee tried to snatch it back, and Momma said wearily, “Girls, girls!”—as if Sallie Grace and Aimee were the same kind of girl. And that night Jesus consoled Aimee They don’t know you at all, they are ignorant people and Sallie Grace is a mental case like the boys on the bus say, let them have her to love. You have me.

 

During the summer, Momma ceased praying.

“Nobody’s listening. Why should I keep trying!”

Momma seemed angry with God. Dadda was often angry, too. In their bedroom late at night Dadda and Momma argued. Aimee pressed her hands over her ears not wishing to hear. Yet she could hear Dadda’s raised voice like a drum repeating You will you will you will and Aimee knew that Dadda was saying You will love Sallie Grace as I love her, you will never give up loving Sallie Grace. And Aimee felt a choking sensation in her throat, waves and ripples of terrible heat passed over her.

In the fall, Aimee began fifth grade at Sparta Junior High. Sallie Grace was expelled for fighting. Earlier, Sallie Grace had been suspended for getting into a scuffle on the school bus where she’d fallen or been pushed and lost one of her front teeth and Dadda was furious threatening to sue the school district. But the second time it was said that Sallie Grace started the fight herself in special education class, she’d “erupted” and “assaulted” another girl and when Dana Stoat quickly intervened, Sallie Grace turned on her, breaking the teacher’s glasses; and when the principal Mr. Murdock came to escort Sallie Grace out, Sallie Grace became uncontrollable and attacked him. And so Sallie Grace was forbidden to return to school and would be home through the day and Momma said, “I can’t. I can’t care for her alone, I am so tired.” And Dadda arranged with his employer to begin work at 6 A.M. three days each week so that on these days he could come home in the early afternoon to help with Sallie Grace.

In October, Aimee’s tenth birthday was a day when Dadda and Momma were taking Sallie Grace to a “specialist” in Buffalo seventy miles away and after school Aimee went to Grandma Zacharis’s house in an older neighborhood in Sparta. The house smelled of spicy foods, furniture polish, and the clear plastic coverings that were tight over the living room sofa and chairs like skins. Aimee did not cry but did her homework and read one of her many library books, she was in the habit of taking everywhere with her. When Grandma Zacharis asked about Sallie Grace in her sly frowning way that meant she hoped to hear some secret not confided in her by Aimee’s parents, Aimee remembered that Jesus often cautioned her Never speak your own mind, Aimee! Only what others wish to hear. And so she said, “Sallie Grace is being ‘home tutored’ now and is ‘making progress’ again, Dadda says to tell you.”

On the school bus, Aimee sat with Tamara Herkimer now. Her new best friend. Thank you Jesus! Aimee prayed.

Except: in November, Aimee’s fifth grade teacher discovered that Aimee was squinting at the blackboard and so Momma had to take Aimee to the eye doctor at the mall where it was revealed that Aimee was “near-sighted” and needed glasses. Aimee wanted to cry, she’d known for some time that something was wrong with her eyes she hoped was not from the boiling water, she dreaded being made to wear glasses and look more freaky than she already looked. But at the mall Momma was in such a surprise mood, taking Aimee by the hand, laughing with the young woman who spread sample glasses frames on the counter for Aimee to choose among, and afterward Momma took Aimee for frozen yogurt, and Aimee began to feel less awful. Momma laughed and Momma was smoking a cigarette and Momma leaned over to kiss Aimee’s nose saying, “Just you and me, Button!” for Aimee’s nose was said to be a button nose not a long straight nose like Sallie Grace’s. Leaving the mall, Momma ran into a woman friend who called her Lizzie and asked her how was her family which was a question everyone asked of everyone else, not to be avoided; and Momma said smiling, “Good! But it’s good to get out sometimes, too.” This was a strange reply but the woman gave no sign of noticing. Momma added, “Her father is tutoring her this afternoon. Sallie Grace, I mean. ‘Home tutoring.’ Ezra is the math genius in the family, not me.” Aimee was embarrassed by her mother’s nervous laughter, as if everyone in the world had to care about Sallie Grace! She tugged at Momma’s arm, to escape.

At the eyeglasses store Aimee had wanted to select clear pink frames because her best friend Tamara’s sister in ninth grade had clear pink frames and Tamara’s sister was very pretty, but instead she selected clear blue frames, as she knew Momma would wish. For blue was Sallie Grace’s favorite color and reds or deep pinks sometimes made her agitated. “What a good choice, Button! What a smart girl.” A few days later when the new glasses were ready, and Momma took Aimee back to the mall, it wasn’t the same feeling, for Momma had been scolded by Dadda for staying away so long the other time, today they had to return “straight home.” And Momma was in a nerved-up mood as she called it, for Sallie Grace had been more difficult than usual lately, even with her new medication that was so expensive. When Aimee put on her glasses to wear out of the store, she was so surprised!—for everywhere she looked, objects were so sharp-edged and colors were so bright and you could see people’s eyes if they lighted onto you, all these things Aimee had come to assume were blurred and fuzzy as in a dream and you didn’t have to care about them, much. And on the drive home, Aimee couldn’t keep from glancing at Momma’s face, oh what a surprise that Momma’s face that seemed such a glamorous face with a large red mouth, pink blushes on her cheeks and a way of looking happy always when she was out of the house, but now Aimee saw a net of wrinkles in Momma’s face, creases between her brown-penciled eyebrows, and in her fleshy cheeks. And there were lines in Momma’s throat, as bad as the sliver-like burn scars in Aimee’s throat. And Momma was smoking, which Aimee hated, and Dadda would be disgusted with, if Dadda knew. And Aimee thought she didn’t love Momma after all and quickly there came Jesus’ voice though Aimee hadn’t closed her eyes saying Of course you love your mother, Aimee, she is your mother too. By too Aimee knew that Jesus meant Momma was her mother as well as Sallie Grace’s mother and immediately Aimee felt better.

But oh! it was shocking to see, with the new glasses tight against the bridge of her nose, how Dadda’s face was jowly and flushed and his eyes angry-shiny and the creases in his forehead deeper than Momma’s, for Dadda looked nothing like Jesus after all; and there came Sallie Grace to peer suspiciously at Aimee, sucking at her fingers that were already scabbed, rocking back and forth and beginning to whimper at the sight of something so new, so strange and unexpected on her sister’s face, though Dadda carefully explained to Sallie Grace that these were “glasses” and she knew perfectly well what “glasses” were, of course. Sallie Grace was apt to obey Dadda though not very often Momma and so Sallie Grace made a hissing sound, “Yesssss Dad-da, yessss Dad-da,” but still Sallie Grace regarded Aimee with suspicion as if she wasn’t certain who Aimee was. Her mouth was smeared with chocolate from treats that Dadda had given her during their math lesson at the dining room table: for each right answer of Sallie Grace’s, a chocolate kiss.

Aimee was staring at her sister who was thirteen now and taller than their mother, her face coarse and doughy, her body thickening since she didn’t go to school any longer but ate much of the day for it was too difficult for Momma to control her. Sallie Grace’s thighs were heavy in the soiled slacks she wore constantly and her breasts were loose and straining against her soiled flannel shirt; she’d begun banging her head against walls in spells of frustration and fury, so she had to wear a shiny blue crash helmet on her head, tight-buckled beneath her chin. Her skin wasn’t smooth any longer but blotched with pimples which Sallie Grace could not keep from picking at, as Sallie Grace could not keep from picking her nose even at mealtimes, scratching and digging with all her fingers in all the crevices of her body with a shameless grunting pleasure though Momma and Dadda were forever scolding Sallie Grace: no and Sallie Grace: for shame! The Zacharis family did not like to see Sallie Grace behaving like this and so visits to Grandma’s house were less frequent. And nobody wished to come to this house.

Aimee stood staring at her sister as if she’d never seen her before and though her eyes behind the new glasses were opened wide there came Jesus to warn her Don’t say a word, Aimee! Your sister is a freak to be laughed at by all the world but you must not say a word.

Except when Aimee turned to go upstairs, to begin her homework before supper, Sallie Grace tried to snatch her glasses off her face whining “Nyah! nyah! nyah!” as if in pain; and Dadda said, “Aimee, take the glasses off for now. Till Sallie Grace gets used to them. You can wear them at school. You know your sister is upset by sudden changes.” Aimee said, exasperated, “How can she get used to them, if I can’t wear them?” and Dadda pulled hard at Aimee’s arm, saying, “Just do as I say, Miss Smarty Pants,” and Momma intervened, “She’s on her way upstairs, Ezra. Let her go.” But Sallie Grace was clawing at Aimee in a sudden frenzy and so Momma tried to push Sallie Grace away, and Sallie Grace reacted to being touched by screaming, and fumbled for the six-inch scissors she’d been using at the dining room table cutting geometrical shapes out of construction paper at Dadda’s instruction, and Sallie Grace threw the scissors at Momma and one of its sharp points struck Momma’s arm, drawing more screams, and blood. And Aimee was frightened and began to cry and Dadda said, “You! See what you’ve done barging in here with those damned glasses”—but it wasn’t Aimee to whom Dadda was speaking so angrily but Momma; and Aimee crept away upstairs to hide in her room where Jesus consoled her Just do your homework, Aimee. Don’t even listen to them.

Aimee didn’t listen! Aimee wasn’t going to listen. Except how could she keep from hearing her parents when they brought their quarrel upstairs to their bedroom shutting the door yet still Aimee could hear Momma’s voice pleading and plaintive saying she was so tired, she could not keep caring for Sallie Grace, they could not keep Sallie Grace at home any longer and would have to find a place for her, and Dadda’s voice was stronger saying Sallie Grace is our daughter, don’t you ever forget Sallie Grace is our daughter, we will never give up on Sallie Grace not ever.

 

After this, scissors and knives were hidden away where Sallie Grace would not take time to search for them: in the backs of kitchen drawers, behind pots and pans in the cupboards. For Sallie Grace had not the patience to look for anything not visible. And Sallie Grace seemed sorry that she had hurt Momma. And Sallie Grace was on a new diet that forbade chocolate, cola drinks, iodized salt, sweet things made with white sugar and flour, etc.; and Sallie Grace began to be taken, by Dadda, to a new specialist in Port Oriskany, forty miles away, each Wednesday afternoon when Momma could have some time to herself which Momma usually spent resting with a wetted cold cloth over her face and the window blinds drawn in the bedroom. When Aimee came home from school the house was so quiet! Aimee would have liked Momma to hurry downstairs and swoop Aimee up in her arms—“Just you and me, Button!”—but Momma took one of the green capsules prescribed for Sallie Grace’s nerves, so Momma could rest, and Momma needed to rest, Aimee understood.

Sallie Grace seemed to have forgotten Aimee’s glasses for Aimee only wore them in her room and when she left the house for school in the morning. Aimee liked her blue glasses: several girls at school said they were “pretty.” And Tamara Herkimer liked them. One morning on the bus Tamara asked Aimee where was Sallie Grace? Didn’t Sallie Grace go to school any longer? and Aimee heard herself say that Sallie Grace had been expelled for stabbing the special education teacher with a pair of scissors and almost putting out her eye. Tamara was very surprised, Tamara had not heard this. Aimee said, “If Sallie Grace was older, the police would arrest her. She would be taken away in a ‘straitjacket’ and be put in a—” Aimee could not think where exactly Sallie Grace would be put, some kind of home, or
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