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1.Cherry
[image: image] In July, even in the dead middle of the night, you can’t breathe the air in the Atlas pickle plant. You have to suck it. The smell is sharp and thick and sets the hairs in your nose on end and makes you feel like your lungs are getting as slicked over as your white Keds tennies, their laces green and pungent from dragging through puddles of pickle juice.
It was three in the morning, and it had been a bad night for Baby and me. Alfred Lynn Tucker—a tub of lard with bright red hair, glasses, and big, dirty-looking teeth, who was, unfortunately, our boss—had been on our case the whole night long. Not that he wasn’t on our case most every other night. Just tonight was worse than usual.
When we came on shift at eleven, he started us off squirting brine into glass jars full of cucumbers that rolled past us on a conveyer belt. The brine came out of an old black rubber hose contraption connected to a wooden vat, and had a nozzle kind of like a garden hose. I bet we weren’t on that job even fifteen minutes when he pulled us off, because we didn’t let go of the trigger on the hose between squirts and a lot of brine somehow got wasted on the floor. It was an old rusty squeezer that a big man would have had trouble pumping, much less a girl, and it was just impossible to keep letting up on it. Our hands would have fallen off. You’d think Alfred Lynn personally paid for the brine out of his own pocket.
Then he put us to setting empty jars on the automatic packer belt where they passed under a chute that poured the cucumbers into them,  but the stupid belt went so fast that we had to practically throw them on, and a few got broken. Not that many—they only had to stop and clean it out twice. Which might have been all right, but on top of that, the speed of the jars passing by right under my nose made me sick, and I threw up on the belt. Ever since I was a little girl, I have had a problem with motion sickness, so it wasn’t that big of a deal. Most of it went on the floor. Baby went and got me a Coke and I felt better, but Alfred Lynn had no pity whatsoever. He yelled at me, like I could have helped it or something, and then he moved us to the machine that cut pickles up into the little crinkled disks they use to put on hamburgers.
By that time, Baby and I were getting a case of the simples—which is not unusual for us at four in the morning—and we started giggling and throwing pickle slices at each other. I admit this time we were in the wrong. It’s just hard to take a job seriously that you know you’ll be leaving when September rolls around. I didn’t want to think about all the regular hands that have to work here the whole year, summer and winter, day in and day out, all their lives. I mean, not that there’s anything wrong with it, but can you just see Baby and me in forty-five years at the pickle plant Christmas party they hold in Sweet Valley’s concrete-block community room, stepping proudly up to the podium and accepting our Timex retirement watches? On our tombstones, it would say SHE WAS A GOOD PICKLE PACKER. A whole lifetime spent putting pickles into jars. Not these girls, thank you muchly. It was bad enough working here in the summers to make enough money for a few school clothes.
—
Alfred Lynn passed by and, as luck would have it, got hit on the back of the neck with a piece of pickle. It stuck there like a round green wart. He had a really loud voice.
“All right, y’all two nitwits! You think this is fun and games? I’m going to show you fun and games. Y’all can just peel onions the rest of the night.”
“Oh please, Alfred Lynn. Don’t send us to the onion room,” Baby pleaded. “We’ll try real hard. We promise not to get in any more trouble. Please, please, please!”
I hated to see Baby grovel, but it was better than going to the onion room. Baby kneeled down on the floor and put her hands together like she was praying. I tried as hard as I could not to laugh. 
Alfred Lynn’s face swelled up and turned blue-purple with rage, he wanted to hit Baby so bad. He would probably have done her some real damage if he had—Baby is only four-foot-ten and weighs eighty-six pounds with all her clothes on. She is Filipino, but you couldn’t tell if you only heard her talk. Her daddy was with the American army during the war, and somehow they ended up here in Arkansas when she was five. When she first got here, she couldn’t speak a word of English, and of course she learned from all the little redneck kids she played with—mostly me—so she sounds just like everybody else. She kids around about it—calls herself a Filbilly. Get it? A Filipino hillbilly? Well, I think it is funny. Whatever she is, she is the most beautiful girl I have ever seen in my life—cute little pug nose, creamy tan skin, and big chocolate eyes; long straight shiny black hair that hangs down to her waist. And she might be little, but as the guys say, she is stacked. She wears tight white short-shorts to work, and makes grown men nervous. Including Alfred Lynn, as much as he would hate to admit it. So, since he couldn’t hit her, he just sucked in his breath, clenched his fists, and gave us one more chance.
“All right. You get one more chance. I’m putting you out on the relish belt, and if you two don’t have sense enough to pick out the trash from the cukes and throw it in a barrel, then you will be peeling onions. And I don’t mean maybe.”
We followed Alfred Lynn out to the dock. He moved pretty fast for somebody that would’ve dressed out at three hundred pounds at the slaughterhouse. We tried not to follow too close. You could always smell Alfred Lynn fifty feet before he got to you. Him and his old daddy, Walter Tucker, lived together out in the bottoms by the Arkansas River in a tar-paper shack. It didn’t have running water or an indoor toilet, so I guess maybe it wasn’t all his fault that he didn’t wash more often. Or it could have been that his sweat had permanently turned into pickle brine from him being the night foreman at Atlas for ten years. Whatever it was, he sure did stink.
—
It was, at least, less like a furnace out on the dock. A conveyer belt ran the length of the concrete porch, under a roof, with the sides open to the warm night air. The smell was a lot better out here, too, even though we faced the back lot, with its giant wooden vats of pickles soaking in brine. Some of them had been out there for years, but supposedly they were still  edible. At least they still sold them, and I’m sure they didn’t want to take the chance of poisoning somebody and getting sued.
Further on out, you could see the glow from the streetlights of Sweet Valley and catch the headlights of the occasional truck on Route 66.
—
We pulled up stools and joined the row of women who were halfheartedly picking out rotten cucumbers and pieces of trash and throwing them into barrels while the good-but-not-perfect cukes rolled on down the belt to be ground up in the chopper at the end and mixed with onions, peppers, and spices to make hot dog relish. Hunching over the belt made your back hurt, but it was the best job we’d had all night.
Linda Sue Miller sat across from me. She was our same age, twenty-one, but had gotten married in the eleventh grade and already had three kids. She had short, curly blond hair with dark roots and still carried around the extra fifteen pounds from her last baby. She was one of the year-round hands. Not much of an advertisement for young love.
“Hey, Cherry. Hey, Baby. Y’all have been on a go-around tonight, I hear.” She slapped at a mosquito. “These mosquitoes are eating me alive. They might just as well put regular lightbulbs out here—these old yellow bug lights don’t do a lick of good, and they make it hard to see what you’re throwing out. I sure as heck wouldn’t eat the relish that comes out of this place.”
“Oh, it’s not bad,” Mary Jo Bledsoe said, scratching her nose with the back of her wrist. “That brine purifies it. My kids eat it.”
“Your kids would eat a scalded dog, Mary Jo. They can’t come in my door without they eat everything that’s not nailed down. I never saw such a bunch for stuffing themselves. You’d think they never had a meal at home.”
Mary Jo’s four kids were famous for dropping in at the neighbors’ houses right at mealtime.
“Anytime my kids bother you, Linda Sue, you can just send them home. Although if you do, you might have to hire a baby-sitter or spend time with your three squalling brats yourself.”
“Would y’all please not fight? It’s bad enough out here without having to listen to y’all two ragging on each other.” I said it as nicely as I could. Apparently, the night had gotten to me more than I thought. My nerves  were starting to get a little frayed. I changed the subject. “What do you hear from Robert, Linda?”
Linda’s husband was in Vietnam, like a lot of other boys we knew. He could probably have gotten out of it, because of the kids and all, but he felt like if he invested two years, he could make some good money and get benefits and education that he wouldn’t be able to get as a high school dropout. In a way he was right, because their last baby—which got started on one of his leaves—only cost them something like two dollars with the army paying for it. I wouldn’t have done it, though. Too big a gamble. Guys were dropping over there right and left. It was really depressing to watch Walter Cronkite every night on TV and stare at all the pictures to see if you recognized somebody you went to school with. Two boys from our class had already been killed, Jerry Golden and Bobby Richmond. Seven of our classmates—we only had fifty-four in our class—had been drafted or had volunteered to go over there in the three years since we graduated, but Bobby was the first to be killed. He hadn’t been over there even a week and was in Saigon at the dentist’s office fixing to get his checkup when a kid on a bicycle rode by and threw a satchel bomb into the waiting room. Ten guys were killed, plus the dentist and the girl who cleaned teeth. A little kid did it. Is that crazy or what?
Then Jerry Golden got killed by a booby trap somewhere, I think in Quang something, or someplace that sounds like that. I don’t really know a whole lot of details about it, but it was doubly horrible because he was the president of our class and a really great guy, and even though we liked Bobby a lot, Jerry was one of our gang. We had a big memorial service at the high school for him, and practically the whole town turned out. All of us kids took it hard, not to mention his parents, as you would expect.
That whole war is insane. I know there are a lot of people who are for it because of the fear of Communism spreading and all, but I mean, really, what does it matter if Vietnam is Communist or not? Cuba, which is a heck of a lot closer, is Communist and it hasn’t harelipped any Americans yet. And what about China? I didn’t notice us invading China when it went Communist. We didn’t study Vietnam at all in geography class. So now our guys have to go and die for a country they can’t even find on the map?
When they held that big peace march on the Pentagon year before last, in ’67, we had our own protest rally at the university. A lot of kids turned  out in spite of the fact that it rained and there were rumors that the FBI had spies taking names and photographs with little hidden spy cameras. Most of the kids who came to the rally were art majors, like Baby and me, and English majors, but you saw science majors and even a few guys who were in ROTC. It was getting to where more and more kids were against the war, and Baby and I were two of them. I mean, who would be the next to go? The war hung over all our heads like the shadow of a hawk on the chicken yard.
—
Linda tried to act like she wasn’t worried, but she wasn’t too good at it.
“He was all right two weeks ago. At least that’s when the last letter I got was dated. He said he was going to send me a set of dishes and a Japanese movie camera. They can get that stuff real cheap from over there. He already sent me a cocktail ring and a Vietnamese housecoat, and little ones for the babies. It’s real pretty—red, with one of those stand-up collars. Lot of embroidery making out dragons and things on the back. I think it’s silk, or at least a real high-quality polyester.”
“Do you think he could get me a set of dishes?” Mary Jo wanted to know. “Can you pick out the pattern, or does he just have to take what he gets?”
“I don’t think so, Mary Jo. It’s just for the families.” Linda yawned and threw out her gazillionth rotten pickle of the night.
Baby yawned and so did I. So did Mary Jo and everybody else on down the line. A big drop of sweat ran down my neck, and I wiped it off with my shirt collar. Only two more hours until quitting time. A breeze came up. We all turned our faces for a breath of moving air.
“Oooh, feel it. Here comes the windchill.” Baby sighed.
Mary Jo snorted. “What are you talking about, Baby? It’s hot summertime. There ain’t no chill in that breeze. You won’t hear the weatherman talking windchill until way up in the winter.”
“I don’t see why they don’t,” Baby said. “It’s the same thing. All it means is that the weather is fooling you.”
“Fooling you?”
“Yeah. See, Mary Jo, like, there you sit, here in this pickle-plant shed, sweaty and hot as all get-out, when the old wind whips up, blows on you, and makes you think it’s got cooler. Of course that’s great, but then just  as soon as you’re nice and comfortable, the wind dies down and the heat slaps you in the face again, and that makes it worse than ever.”
“So it feels good while it lasts but it was a lie all the time, right?” It made sense to me.
“Oh, I get it,” Linda said. “That’s cute. Well, I don’t care. I never minded a little lie if it felt good. Especially from a guy. Guys have been lying to me ever since I can remember.”
“Don’t feel like the Lone Ranger—you and all the rest of us,” Mary Jo put in. “Every man I know is a born liar. Not a one of them will ever be honest with a woman. You just gotta figure they’re all the time blowing hotter or colder than they say they are. And it’s durned hard to know which it is.”
We all agreed.
“In fact, I think most men would ratherlie, even if the truth would serve them better,” Linda added.
“Amen.” We all nodded. Wisely. Like we had a lot of experience. I nodded too, even though I probably had the least experience of us all. I didn’t have a boyfriend at the moment, and it was sort of embarrassing.
More cucumbers rolled down the line.
“Looky here, Cherry. There’s an old rotten potato. I swear, I think Alfred Lynn throws junk in these cucumbers just as a test to see if we’re asleep or not.” Baby reached out to take the potato, then pulled her hand back.
“Baby, why didn’t you get that old thing?” Now I’d have to get it when it came by me. “You are just worthless as a trash picker. I’m going to tell Alfred Lynn on you.”
I reached out, but Baby put her hand on my arm to stop me.
“I don’t know what it is, Cherry, but it’s not a potato. What are those little things sticking up out of the sides? They look kind of like . . .”
“Legs! Baby, it’s a rat!” I have to admit that I screamed my head off. I never was too crazy about mice, much less rats.
When I started screaming, so did everybody else. Stools went flying, and Baby jumped up on top of me and knocked me over. We both landed on the grimy concrete as the rat drifted by above our heads on the conveyer belt. It was lying on his back, legs stuck straight out of its bloated belly like black twigs. Its mouth was open and a blue, swollen tongue was wedged between its sharp little teeth. 
All of us huddled together and watched in silence as it slipped off the end of the belt into the grinder. There was a sick, soft pop. Foul-smelling pink spew sprayed up. With a gritty screech as the steel blades bit into its bones, the machine stopped. For a minute more we stared, our mouths open, not moving a muscle. Then, like a group of dimwits, we all turned, as one, to see Alfred Lynn thundering down on us like the wrath of God.
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 The sun had just begun to pink up the sky when the whistle blew for the shift change two hours later. It was already ninety degrees outside, and in spite of the fans blowing fresh air into the onion room, you could barely breathe. My tear glands had long ago drained dry, swelled shut, and quit working, and I guess that was for the best.
We had gone through two or three of the big piles of onions that were mounded up around the room, and bushel baskets full of them, peeled clean and white, waited on flats for the guys to pick up on their forklifts and carry to the different parts of the plant.
That’s what I really wanted to do—drive a forklift. Those lucky guys got to whiz in and out of the warehouse on their cute little go-carts that had hard-rubber wheels and two steel forks sticking out in the front like the arms of the Sphinx. They pulled a lever and slipped the forks under wooden flats of pickles or onions, screeched around corners, and scared all the old ladies out of their hair nets with their hotdogging. But girls didn’t get to drive forklifts. Girls—especially summer-hand college girls—peeled onions.
—
Baby stood up and stretched. I reached out and picked off an onion skin that was stuck to the back of her leg. Even standing knee-deep in onion peelings, she was cute. I knew I shouldn’t, but I envied her. I am five-foot-eleven-and-a-half—well, all right, five-foot-twelve—and feel most  of the time like Big Ethel, the giraffe down at the Little Rock zoo. I stretched, too, and uncurled my fingers from my paring knife. They practically creaked with pain.
“You look like a big ol’ lazy cat, Cherry, with that wild white hair and those yellow-green eyes of yours. You got eyes just like a lion.”
“Oh, get out of here, Baby.”
But I smiled. That’s one of the reasons I love Baby. She thinks I am as beautiful as she is. To her, my size-36-inseam skinny legs are gorgeous, even though I think they look like white ropes with knots for knees. The boys in the fifth grade used to call me Chicken Legs, and Baby, little thing that she was, would put her hands on her hips, get right up in their faces, and say, “She does not have chicken legs! They’re like a deer’s. She has Bambi legs.” Baby has always thought she was my protector.
We do look kind of strange together. Every once in a while, we’ll be walking down the street and pass a mirror or a store window, and it comes over me how bizarre we must look to people who haven’t watched us grow up together. We get a lot of Mutt-and-Jeff jokes, which we don’t think are the least bit funny.
—
“Durn that Alfred Lynn. This smell will never come off my hands. I’ll have to sleep with them under my pillow.” Baby pulled off her hair net and shook out her hair. It fell down like a black satin curtain. I took off my own net, undid the knot I had tied my hair into, and got a strong whiff of onion.
“Even my hair smells,” I said. “I hope that onion juice didn’t bleach it out any worse than it already is.”
As if that was possible. I was very nearly an albino when I was little. The only thing that saved me were my eyes, yellow-green instead of pink, but my hair was stone white, and I never had any eyelashes or eyebrows that you could see. My mother started dyeing them when I was six, before I started to school. She didn’t want the kids to make fun of me any more than they had to.
Mama and I would get it done at Dottie’s Kwik Kurl, in what used to be the old bank, on the other side of the railroad tracks. It was a little weird that the bank was now a beauty shop, but it was kind of elegant, with the marble floors and wooden counters and all. The shampoo bowls  were in the front, where the bank customers used to stand in line. There, Miss Dottie would lay you back and scrub your head, digging in with her pointy red fingernails until your scalp tingled and nearly bled, and then she’d towel you off and take you around behind the teller cages, which still had bars on them, where she rolled you up and put you under one of the hair dryers. They looked like silver Martians’ moon helmets and blew out scalding-hot air that burned your ears to nubs and made you deaf from the noise. You had to sit there, no matter how much pain you were in, until the bell went off and Miss Dottie took you out.
Off in the corner, she had one of those old-fashioned permanent-wave machines—the kind where the hair is rolled onto wires that cook the curl into it. Since they’d invented cold waves, though, hardly anybody wanted the electric kind anymore, so it just sat there like some Dr. Frankenstein contraption. I guess it was expensive and Miss Dottie hated to haul it off to the junkyard.
Not that I needed a permanent wave. Besides being white, my hair was curly to the point of kinkiness. Miss Dottie used to roll it on the biggest brush rollers she had, to try to tame it down, but it was hopeless. It would be almost smooth for about a minute, then gradually I’d feel it start to draw up and spring back into its old shape.
Every week Mama went and got a shampoo and set, and every other week I would go with her for my eyelash dye job. While Mama was under the dryer, Miss Dottie would set me on a stack of towels, pump me up high with the foot pedal and, with the tiniest brush they made, she’d paint Dark Eyes dye on my lashes and brows. Sable brown. When she first started doing it, I was scared it would get in my eyes and make me go blind, but it didn’t, and after a few years I learned to do it myself. Not many people know I don’t really have sable-brown lashes and brows. My hair is still Pillsbury white, but I call it platinum blond. Unfortunately, people who haven’t known me all my life think it’s bleached, on account of the dark brows. You never can win.
—
We waded through the squishy old onion rinds, out into the sweet-smelling morning, and gulped in that clean air like we had just been pulled from the river. Lord, there’s nothing like watching the sun come up over the mountains. At first, the sky is all kind of dark hazy blue and   cool. Then a blush of pink starts to warm it up—like the tail end of Picasso’s blue period, when he finally began to get out of his depression and paint clowns and things in pink instead of those scrawny blue beggar people. I like Picasso a lot. At least his earlier stuff—before he started making women look like monsters with their mouths open, screaming, and sharp, spiked tongues. Even if he offered, I wouldn’t let him paint my portrait for love nor money, but he’s eighty-eight years old now and still going strong, so that says a lot for him. Actually, there’s quite a few painters who have lived to be really old, if you think about it. Not the worst reason to go into it.
Baby and I are going to be taking our third year of oil painting at DuVail University in the fall. She likes Van Gogh the most. Maybe I do too. I can’t decide. Picasso has more styles to choose from. But Van Gogh’s color is wilder, and I love the way he made all those thick swirls of paint. You can tell from the way he piled on the paint that he was crazy—even then, paint couldn’t have been cheap. The fact that he lopped off his own ear is also a clue. I bet the girl he sent it to was never quite the same after she opened up that little package! Kind of sweet, though, that he loved her so much. I never met a boy who would lop off his ear for me.
But then, to complicate the issue of who I like best, there is Gauguin! And Rousseau. And Peter Max. Actually, I like them all. I haven’t really found my own style yet, but then it took Picasso a while before he found his.
Painting makes you look at things differently. You start thinking of everything in terms of paint colors—the cerulean blue of the sky, the sap green of the trees. The Payne’s gray of the rat.
—
“Do you think Alfred Lynn actually threw out that relish?” I asked Baby as I dug around in my purse for the car keys.
“I doubt it. He probably trucked it out one door and in the other. You can bet I’m eating my hot dogs with just mustard for a few years. Let’s go and get us some breakfast. Smelling onions always makes me hungry.” 
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 We pulled up to the Deep South in my Volkswagen. It was a great car—still painted its original green, and it had a radio that worked and a heater that blew full blast all the time, summer and winter, although in an Arkansas summer the car’s heater felt cool compared to the air outside. Baby had one just like it—same color, same year: ’56. What is really freaky is that we got them on the same day, and neither of us knew the other one had it until we talked on the phone that night. I almost think sometimes that we were twins in a previous life, if you believe in that stuff, and I kind of do. We were always together in one car or the other, and nobody could tell them apart unless they looked close and saw that the dents were in different places. My daddy bought mine for a hundred dollars three years ago, so I could drive back and forth to college. I wanted to live on campus, but we only lived ten miles away, and we couldn’t afford it anyhow. One reason he got the Volkswagen was that it was the cheapest on gas. I could go a whole week on a dollar’s worth.
At least Daddy gave in about me being an art major. At first he carried on about how I would never be able to support myself by painting and what I really should do was to become a pharmacist. There was always money in sick people. Mama agreed, but she thought maybe I should be a nurse—they stand more of a chance of marrying a rich doctor, being around them all the time. I told her in no uncertain terms that I didn’t plan on having to marry some man, especially a doctor, to make me a living. I figured I’d be able to do that myself. Plus, the very thought of a hospital or medicine makes me gag.
We fought back and forth, but they finally knuckled under on the condition that I get an art-teaching degree so I would have a steady paycheck. People raised during the Depression are just obsessed with steady pay-checks. Daddy wasn’t even forty-five yet, and talked all the time about saving for retirement.
Baby’s parents didn’t care what she did. They are great people, but I’m not real sure they even know what an art major is. They’ve tried hard to stay Filipino and not mix too much in modern America. Baby’s father  runs a fish-and-bait store out by the lake, and her mother—Baby calls them Tatang and Manang—was all the time drying fish up on the roof or cooking fish-head stew and rice. She’s a good cook, and eating over there is interesting, but you don’t want to inquire too closely what’s on your plate. She makes dishes like barbecued chicken intestines—I kid you not. Once I grabbed a handful of what I thought were nuts and they turned out to be some kind of foul-tasting dried octopus testicles or something. Frankly, if she didn’t look exactly like her parents, I would think Baby was adopted.
—
Nestled among all the big trailer trucks in the parking lot of the Deep South was a deputy sheriff’s car. What bad luck. It had to be Ricky Don Sweet. I sure didn’t feel like making light conversation with Ricky Don, looking the way I did and smelling to high heaven of onions. He was enough of a pain without me giving him more ammunition to rag on me with.
Me and Ricky Don have a history. Besides our going to school together since the first grade, he was my first real boyfriend, in the tenth. He was a big football player—got to be captain our senior year—and had a reputation for meanness on the field. If you ever played against him, you knew that he’d pull your leg hair or twist your arm in a pileup. He was the only one I knew that really wanted to go to Vietnam. “I’m gonna show those gooks what a real American is,” he’d say. “I’m gonna go over there and kick some butt.”
Whether he kicked any butt, I couldn’t say. He didn’t talk about it much after he came back, at least not to me, but I think he was an adjutant in a two-star general’s office and, as far as I know, never saw any combat. The only scar he had was from football. He got the top of his nose scraped off at the beginning of the football season his junior year, and the scab kept getting knocked off during every game or practice. It was bloody for a whole solid year. Now he had a scar, but it made him look kind of sexy. Dangerous. Like a cougar, with his sandy hair and pale gray eyes. He scared me a little bit then—if I’m honest, he still does—and when he asked me to go steady at Christmas our sophomore year, I took his ring, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do. The fact is, I sneaked around and dated other boys, and on at least three occasions that  I knew of, he found out and beat the guy up. That cut down on my social life considerably. Every time he’d beat one up, he’d turn up at my house sorry and crying and begging me not to leave him, claiming that he’d kill himself if I did. It was pitiful. There’s nothing worse than a big, scary football player crying around over a girl, especially if it’s yourself.
Usually, I promised that if he would shut up I wouldn’t leave him, but after a while it got to be kind of a drag. Finally, when he had done it for the second time in a month, I said to go ahead, that I didn’t care if he killed himself. And I didn’t.
He slammed out the door and got into his old beat-up truck. He was going to drive off the bluff and end it all in a tangled heap of steel on Nehi Mountain. How like him to pick a method of suicide that left a big mess for somebody else to clean up.
After he left, I sat quietly thinking about what I’d say to his folks at the funeral. I would have to convince them it wasn’t my fault, which might not be easy. They would be mad at me for not trying to stop him, I was pretty sure.
I had just about decided to call somebody and tell them when he knocked on the door and said he couldn’t get the truck started. He wanted me to come out and give him a push. Can you beat that? I was quite a bit put out, to say the least, that not only was I the cause of him killing himself, but I had to help him get his old truck started so he could go and do the job.
Needless to say, since he was sitting here this minute in the Deep South, he hadn’t done it. I would have probably thought more of him if he had, and he knew it.
—
Baby and I went on in and sat down in the back booth. The Deep South was a truck stop open twenty-four hours a day, and it was the gathering place at one hour or the other for just about everybody. At night, after out-of-town ball games, the buses used to stop off there on their way back to the school, and everyone—football players, cheerleaders, band, and spectators—would take over the whole place. We’d invariably order a Deep South salad and lemon icebox pie. The salad was ordinary iceberg lettuce with tomato, ham, and cheese cut up in it, but the dressing was  spectacular—creamy garlic so strong it made your nose run. The bus windows would fog over with the smell of our breath when we got back on.
The early mornings belonged to the truck drivers, and now, they packed the place. It was pretty rowdy at six o’clock, with all those truckers getting tanked up on coffee for their runs to Tulsa or New Mexico, carrying loads of frozen chickens, TV dinners from the Swanson plant, or crates of Atlas pickles, whose trucks were painted with their red logo of a muscle-bound Atlas holding a giant pickle on his shoulders. Along with the locals, there were a lot of out-of-state guys, on their way through to California or points north. They all gave us the once-over. Some, the twice-over. Ricky Don was at the counter telling jokes in that big loud donkey voice of his. He was swiping at his greasy eggs with a biscuit when he spotted us.
“’Scuse me, boys. I got to pay my respects to some ladies here.” He popped the biscuit into his mouth, chewing as he got up, and carried his coffee cup with him.
He swaggered over to our table with that walk they teach them at sheriff school, hitching up his big brass belt buckle. In the three years since we’d graduated, his tight athlete’s body had gone just the tiniest bit to fat. I could see him at our ten-year reunion with a real gut. He still slicked his hair back with Wildroot Creme Oil, even though most of the guys at college were letting theirs grow long and natural. He sure would never be mistaken for a hippie. The shiny name tag on his shirt said SWEET. Sweet Valley was named after one of his great-great-great-grandpas or something, and there were a zillion Sweets living around the county, but in relation to Ricky Don, the name always struck my funny bone.
“What’re you laughing at, Highpockets?” He started calling me that when I was twelve, and still did.
“I’m just happy, Ricky Don. Peeling onions all night long always makes me laugh.”
“I’m glad to see you’re just as nutty as you ever were. Mind if I sit down?”
I scooted over, and Ricky Don settled his six-foot-two self into more than his share of the red Naugahyde booth.
“Y’all do smell. Phew! I’ll try to hold my nose long enough to finish this coffee. Although after what all else I been smelling tonight, onions smell pretty good.” 
“What’s that, your left armpit?” Baby never could resist.
“No, Miss Wiseass. A body.”
“A body? Whose body? What body?” we said together.
“You remember Carlene Moore?”
“Yeah—sure.”
Of course we remembered Carlene. She was in our class but dropped out in the eleventh grade because she got pregnant by Jerry Golden, the one who was killed in Nam. It was a big scandal at the time.
“It wasn’t her, was it?” Baby looked scared.
I guess I did too. “Ricky Don, don’t tell me that.”
“Yep. It sure was. We found her floating in the lake this morning about four o’clock. Ol’ John Aldridge and some boys were running trotlines and she was snagged on one of the hooks. She hadn’t been in the water for more than a few hours, they think. But even so, I can tell you it was not a pretty sight. We had to take the boys and go get Doc McGuire out of bed to treat them for shock over it.”
I looked over at Baby, who had all of a sudden gotten quiet. She looked a little pale. “Baby? Are you all right?” I said.
She took a deep breath, like she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. “I’m okay. What happened to her? Who did it?”
“Y’all don’t want to know what happened. And if we knew who did it, we’d have him thrown under the jail already. But I will tell you this: She died hard. Horrible as they were, they don’t think she died from her wounds. They think she might have been alive when they throwed her in. She drowned.”
Ricky Don paused for effect. He got what he wanted. We sat there with our teeth in our mouths, too stunned to say a word. He looked at one of us, and then the other. He smiled, satisfied with himself, and got up, flipping a dime onto the table.
“Coffee’s on me. I’ll see y’all. Be careful now.”
He went on out, and the waitress came over to take our order, but it seemed like neither one of us was too hungry. We had known Carlene since we were six.
—
She was one of those carrottop flaming redheads with a jillion freckles. As if that wasn’t bad enough, she came to school one day in the third grade  with her hair dyed coal black. It made her skin look kind of pale green. The kids started calling her Spook. She acted like she didn’t care, and even seemed proud when she said her mother did it so they would look alike. Her mother’s hair was black. I don’t know if it was dyed or not. Nobody ever saw her but rarely. Frannie Moore was a little odd, bordering on card-carrying crazy. She wore filmy nylon dresses, even in the wintertime—black, with red and yellow flowers. I don’t know where she bought them, but she must have had a bunch, because that’s all I ever saw her wear. She used to cut her old ones down for Carlene, but she wasn’t much of a seamstress, because some of them came down to Carlene’s ankles. I can still see her skinny little white feet in scuffed patent leather shoes sticking out from under the hems. Kind of strange-looking on a third-grader, to say the least.
Carlene couldn’t run very fast or skip rope or hang from the tommy-walkers in those long dresses. She always had bruises or cuts on her, too, so I guess she was pretty accident-prone, and must have tripped a lot. She mostly stood off to the side at recess, chewing on her fingernails. When we tried to play with her, she just shook her head and kept gnawing. Coming to school, she sat alone on the backseat of the bus, and she ate her lunch out of a brown paper sack, by herself. Maybe she was ashamed of what she brought—usually a cold, greasy biscuit left over from breakfast; once in a while, a pack of Twinkies.
I remember one time we had to do a book report and Carlene brought in a picture book that belonged to her daddy. The teacher paddled her and locked the book in her drawer, so we never did exactly know what was in it, but the boys said there were pictures of naked women.
After the black started to grow out, she really did look funny, with red-and-black-striped hair, until one day she came to school with it cropped almost in a burr, and it was totally red again. I guess the kids kind of made fun of her, although I didn’t. I knew what it was like; I’d had all I needed of them laughing at me and my long skinny legs and frizzy white hair.
But Carlene was pretty tough about the teasing; she ignored it and acted like it didn’t much bother her. Finally, the novelty wore off and gradually we stopped thinking of her as weird. Still, she was quiet and hardly ever spoke up in class unless the teacher asked her a direct question, even though she usually knew the answer. I don’t know who she ran around with, but I don’t think she had many friends. She lived out by the lake in a trailer, and  her mother worked. Her daddy ran off and left her and her mother when she was thirteen or fourteen. She didn’t say much about it, but that was the rumor. He wasn’t much account, anyhow, from what they said.
Once she got to be a teenager, though, she started using makeup to cover the freckles and was really not that bad-looking, given the fact that she was a little too fond of blue eye shadow. Then, to our surprise, in the ninth grade, she went out for the girl’s basketball team and made the squad. She was good at it—a real hustler. The coach loved her, and Carlene made all-district her sophomore year. The coach tried like crazy to get me to join the team, too, for the obvious reason that I was the tallest girl at school. I finally agreed to try it, but after running two miles—and lagging two whole laps behind everyone else—then running up and down the bleachers until I nearly blacked out, I realized I wasn’t cut out to be a basketball player and quit. I was never too sure which goal I was supposed to be shooting at, either, and I felt stupid and ugly in the shorts. But I remember Carlene ran those miles like a sturdy little horse and didn’t seem to be overly out of breath, in spite of the fact that she smoked. She was really kind of a jock, I guess. At least she liked to act like she was—independent and tough.
So all in all, it was a surprise when she started going out with Jerry Golden, who, as I said, was president of the class, an honor student, quarterback of the football team, and a really great guy: tall, dark, and the proverbial handsome. His dad was the pastor of the Church of Christ, and he was one of the leaders of our in-crowd, so to speak, although I hate that term. I mean—don’t get me wrong—we were happy for Carlene, but they seemed like an unlikely match. All of a sudden, here was a girl we had never thought much about before and she had landed the prize catch of the class. Even if he was going out with her for the obvious reason, we had to give her a second look.
While she never got to be a close friend of Baby’s or mine, after Jerry hooked up with her, he brought her to a lot of our parties. I remember talking to her at one, and she told me she was a big admirer of Shirley MacLaine—probably because they had the same color hair. In fact Carlene did look a little bit like her—and she said that she wanted to go to Hollywood and be a movie star. Of course I didn’t laugh at her right to her face, but I remember thinking it was a pretty far-fetched dream. I mean, she was cute, but sort of—oh, I don’t know—hard somehow, or    something, bless her heart. On the other hand, maybe hard is good in Hollywood.

The movie-star ambition was short-lived, because they weren’t together more than a year when her luck ran out and she got pregnant. This is where it gets pretty bad, because Jerry, who made straight A’s and talked about being a lawyer, denied that it was his. I mean, you can’t really be sure with anybody, but Carlene told us it was Jerry’s, and she was so crazy about him that it couldn’t have been anybody else’s. We never heard of her going out with anybody else. They were stuck all day like glue, sitting together in assembly, taking all the same classes, eating lunch side by side. He drove out to the lake every morning to pick her up for school. They used to talk to each other nose to nose, like they were about to kiss at any minute. It made you feel uncomfortable, like maybe you should look away. I wondered if they were ever concerned that their breath wasn’t fresh.
After he denied it, as much as we liked him and wanted to believe him, it was hard to see her at school, getting bigger every day, crying as she walked down the hall, and him just ignoring her. She wore a long brown coat, even though it was nearly May, thinking that it hid her belly or something. Jerry tried to act normal, joking around with all of us and trying to pretend nothing was wrong, but it got to be pretty tense.
Then the principal called her into the office and “suggested” that she drop out. I guess he figured she was a bad influence on the rest of us, like we were all going to run right out and get pregnant ourselves because we could see how great it was for her. She did drop out, even though there was only a month left of school. Instead of Jerry finishing high school and going on to the university like he planned, he left right after our junior year, bummed around over the summer, and joined the army. Even though he tested really high and could have probably gotten OCS and gone in as a second lieutenant, he didn’t. He just went into the infantry, like anybody who’d been drafted. That was a sure bet he’d be headed for Vietnam, but he didn’t seem to care. It just about undid his parents, plus being the biggest and last mistake he would make. After Carlene had the baby—a boy, I think—she didn’t come back for senior year, and I kind of lost track of her.
—
I couldn’t get over it. The baby was an orphan. He must be nearly four now—not a baby, but a big kid. Amazing. I couldn’t imagine having a  four-year-old. I still felt like a kid myself, most of the time. I wondered where the boy was and who was taking care of him. Probably Carlene’s mother, if she could do that and still work. I wondered if Jerry’s mother and daddy would acknowledge now that the baby was his. I hoped so. They’d lost Jerry, but at least she had his son. Assuming it was his son. That was something. In that way, it was good they’d had the baby—a little piece of both of them was still alive. On the other hand, if Carlene hadn’t gotten pregnant, Jerry wouldn’t have joined the army and gone to Vietnam, and she probably wouldn’t have gotten into whatever it was she got into. Both of them dead because of one little moment in time, one wrong choice. That is so scary. Even one sentence can sometimes change a whole life. Gives you something else to worry about, and right then I was starting to worry plenty.
—
“The third one of us,” Baby said. “The third one of our class to die. First Bobby, then Jerry, and now Carlene.”
It was bad enough to have our boys fighting in that insane war clear on the other side of the world, horrible enough that Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King had both been murdered in cold blood last year, but now some maniac right here in Sweet Valley, Arkansas, had killed Carlene Moore.
“What do you reckon he did to her, Baby?”
“Ricky Don is right. I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. Let’s just keep our car doors locked when we go home and look in the backseat before we get in. No telling who did it or where he is now.”
We got into my car and headed to Baby’s house, out by the lake. The sun was up and the hot smell of cut grass from the mowers on the highway blew in through our open windows as we turned down the dirt road that ran along the lake shore. Neither one of us had much to say. I dropped Baby off and headed home. I just wanted to take a hot bath and crawl between a pair of cool sheets to sleep. And try not to dream about Carlene Moore. 

4.Cherry
[image: image]
 When I got up later in the afternoon, the whole family was at our house clumped around the TV watching the moon landing. I sat down with them, and we all stared at the screen. For what seemed like hours.
It was phenomenal that we were able to go that far and try to actually land, but frankly, there was just nothing to see up there. Even on a color TV, all you could make out were some fuzzy black-and-white pictures of rocks and dirt. Although the earth looked pretty cool from that perspective, you couldn’t just keep staring at rocks and dirt forever. They were supposed to get out and walk, but that might not be for ages.
The aunts had brought over stuff for a picnic out in the backyard, and my mother had custard simmering on the stove to make ice cream. I stirred it for a minute, then wandered outside to see what the cousins were up to. They had burned out on the moon landing a while ago.
—
Most of us in my family are big and blond-headed. Daddy—David Marshall—and his brothers, Ray and Jake, are six-five or six-six, and Mama and her sister, Rubynell, are five-ten or more. My mama’s name is Ivanell. Now that I have just said their names, it hits me again how awful it must have been for them to grow up with those names. I don’t think Grandma even had a sense of humor about it. She just liked how they sounded. It’s a good thing they are good-looking women. Can you imagine if they were ugly and had those names? Or, worse, if they had been named some little-girl cutesy names, like Debbie or Tammy? (Cherry, at least, stands for Cheryl Ann, and I never think of it as cutesy.)
Aunt Rubynell and Uncle Jake only had one girl, a year younger than me, named Lucille Desiree, after some book Aunt Rubynell was reading at the time she had her. We are double cousins, obviously, because Aunt Rubynell is Mama’s sister, and Uncle Jake is Daddy’s brother. They aren’t twins or anything; they just happened to marry brothers and have names that rhyme. In fact, it was a double wedding. The only thing they didn’t  do together was have babies. Mama beat Aunt Rubynell to that. Growing up, Lucille and I were like sisters, but now that I am in college at DuVall, we don’t see each other all the time like we used to, although we’re still pretty close.
Part of the reason, too, is that Lucille got married and pregnant, not necessarily in that order. Her husband, Jim Floyd Hawkins, worked at Wilmerding’s Funeral Parlor, and had ever since he was sixteen. When they were dating, Jim Floyd’s job was to stay all night with the bodies—I think there is a rule in this state that you can’t leave a corpse unattended or something—and Lucille would keep him company. They spent their evenings making out on the couch in the grieving room. The baby was more than likely conceived right there in front of some dead person. It kind of gives you the creeps. Now he had worked his way up to assistant embalmer and was doing so well that Mr. Wilmerding was going to send him to mortuary school in Dallas in the fall to get his diploma.
After all those years of making out around dead people, Lucille got real comfortable with them, and Mr. Wilmerding gave her a job doing the makeup and hair of the corpses. I can tell you that some of those old ladies would turn over in their graves—if they were in them yet—at the amount of rouge and lipstick she puts on. They look like shriveled-up Las Vegas showgirls. But most of the families don’t complain. Either they are too much in shock or they don’t want to hurt Lucille’s feelings.
The two of them, Lucille and Jim Floyd, live in a trailer out in Aunt Rubynell and Uncle Jake’s backyard. Lucille was about to deliver any minute, and had spent most of the day lying around in the shade hollering for Jim Floyd to get her glasses of ice tea. Talk about paying for your sins—Jim Floyd sure was.
—
“Come on out here, Cherry. Pull you up a chair and tell me what Ricky Don said about Carlene. Jim Floyd didn’t get to see her when they brought her in.”
Lucille had her legs all splayed out, lying back on the webbed-nylon chaise, and didn’t even care that anybody who looked could see all the way to China.
I unfolded a blue-and-white lawn chair and joined them in the shade under the pecan trees. 
“Ricky Don didn’t tell us much of anything, just that it was awful. To tell you the honest truth, Lucille, I didn’t ask him any details. I have enough nightmares as it is from the pickle plant.”
“Do you think he cut off her tits?”
Lucille herself had just about the biggest boobs I ever saw. They were enormous before, but since she had gained eighty pounds with this baby, they looked like they were going to pull her off the chaise every time she turned over. I didn’t want to think about the sweat somebody would work up trying to cut them off.
“I don’t know, Lucille. Can’t we talk about something else? I bet whoever did it is long gone from here.”
“I bet he’s not. I bet it’s somebody right here in this town. I bet it was a sex maniac. Sex maniacs are often the most common, gentle people you know.” Lucille’s eyes glowed just thinking about it.
“It could be somebody we went to school with, or even somebody like old Mr. McRae down at the post office,” she went on. “On the surface just quietly minding his own business for forty years, but underneath—a raving sex maniac.”
I didn’t think old Mr. McRae could do much in the sex-maniac department. He worked with Daddy down at the post office, was at least seventy-five years old, and had lost a leg in the First World War. He wore khakis with safety pins pinning his empty pants leg up and hopped back and forth on his one leg from the window to the mail bins. But in a way, Lucille was right. It could be anybody.
—
“Don’t y’all want to come in here and see these astronauts? They’re getting closer to getting out,” Mama yelled at us from the back door.
“No, Mama. Just you watch and tell us when they’re about to.” I felt a little guilty that I was missing one of the great moments of history, but enough is enough. After Star Trekand all the wonderful worlds that Kirk and Spock had conquered, the moon, even though it was real, seemed a little bare and boring.
George Wesley came out carrying the ice cream freezer. G. Dub, as we called him, was my only other cousin. His father was Daddy’s brother uncle Ray, but his mother wasn’t related to Mama or Aunt Rubynell, even though they all acted like sisters. 
G. Dub set the freezer down, poured it full of cracked ice and salt, and started turning the crank.
“Why ain’t you over at Wilmerding’s, Jim Floyd? I come by early this morning and there was a gang of cars, cops and all, parked outside. What are they doing with her?”
“She’s gone. They’ve done took her to Little Rock, G. Dub.” Jim Floyd flicked his cigarette butt. “This thing’s too big for these local boys. They’ve called in the state boys. They wouldn’t even let me in to work this morning. Wouldn’t let any of us even see her. This thing is big.”
“Well, they’ll have to bring her back here to bury her. Her folks are all buried up at Shady Vista.” Lucille drained the last of her ice tea with a slurp and fished out a piece of ice to chew. “I’ll probably have to do her hair. Even if they have her all fixed up, we’ll still be able to see if he cut off her tits.”
“I wish to goodness we could change the subject.” I probably spoke a little louder than I should have. This whole thing was creeping me out.
“All right, all right.” G. Dub stopped cranking for a minute. “Let’s talk about something else. Here, Cherry, reach over and get that sack of salt and pour some more in this ice.”
I got up and gave him the salt bag. G. Dub could see that the conversation was getting to me, and from the way he was turning that crank, it looked like it was getting to him, too. To Lucille and Jim Floyd, dead people are perfectly normal. They don’t mean anything by it. It is just their life.
G. Dub and I have always had a cousinly crush on each other, probably more on my side than his. When I was six or seven, I used to think I would marry him when we grew up. But it would be impossible, since it’s probably against the law, and our kids would likely be retards. He was two years older than me, and so good-looking that I always caught my breath when I saw him. His mother, Aunt Juanita, is a full-blooded Cherokee from Vian, Oklahoma. Uncle Ray met her on one of his truck runs—he used to drive an eighteen-wheeler for Atlas until they got married and Aunt Juanita made him quit and start farming. She knew the kind of trouble those truckers get into on long runs. She is little and dark, with the whitest teeth you ever saw. Eats hot peppers right out of the jar like they were peanuts, and has a temper to match. There is no question about who wears the pants in that family. 
G. Dub got all the good stuff from that mix of genes. He is not as big as Uncle Ray—or even me—but where all the rest of us are blond, he has coal-black straight hair and that dark kind of complexion that tans in two minutes.
Lucille and I used to lie out in the sun trying to get a tan until we were boiled red in our own sweat and had clear blisters all over our bodies. In spite of greasing ourselves up with baby oil and iodine, a mixture Glamour magazine guaranteed would give you a golden tan, we peeled off twice every time, and neither one of us ever got darker than unbleached flour. Then this cream stuff called QT came out that was supposed to tan you without the sun, and I was the first one in line to buy some. Ha. I don’t want to even describe the awfulness of the week it took to wear off. Let’s just say my new nickname was Sunkist for a while.
When we were little, G. Dub was pretty nice to us, given the fact that we were girls. He played games with us, like touch football, baseball, or tag—even though he was good at everything and Lucille and I were too uncoordinated to walk and chew gum at the same time. It wasn’t our fault. We just grew too fast for our bodies to keep up, and it seemed like my legs got a head start on the rest of me. I looked down one day when I was about twelve and noticed the longest, skinniest thighs I had ever seen sticking out of my Bermuda shorts. They seemed to have sprung out overnight. And let me tell you that growing pains are not a myth. My knees ached and hurt until Mama got scared and took me to see Doc McGuire. He X-rayed and poked and pinched and couldn’t see anything wrong.
Finally, he said, “Ivanell, the girl’s body is just growing too fast. You can expect her to be another big-boned Marshall.” And I sure was. The rest of my body gradually caught up with my legs, but they are still far and away the longest part of me.
But G. Dub never made fun of me or Lucille, even when she turned thirteen and her flat chest ballooned out to a size D in what seemed like weeks and everyone called her Boober. He told her she looked like Jayne Mansfield. She did, kind of, but I’m not sure he did her any favors by pointing it out to her.
G. Dub thought up great games. Every Saturday, we’d go out to his farm and ride horses bareback with just a rope bridle, playing like we were Sky King and Annie Oakley, galloping over the fields screaming like wild  Indians. One game G. Dub and me played, when Lucille was not around, was hiding up in the top of the barn loft and playing doctor, or whatever else the excuse was to look at and feel of each other. We would practice kissing with our mouths closed tight, and sometimes we
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