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Epilogue




“A mix of magic realism and Southern Gothic, this stunning collaboration between King and McDowell . . . moves at a hypnotic pace, like an Alabama water moccasin slipping through black water.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 
“Spooky . . . Supernatural elements, complicated schemes, and a neatly portrayed sense of place—was the sunny Gulf beach ever so threatening?—make this a shivery fun novel for summer.”—The Tampa Tribune

 
“[A] lightly supernatural confection . . . King completes it beautifully as to tone, aura, and flavor, and it’s funny and intriguing, magnetically readable.”—Booklist

 
“A superb paranormal gothic thriller that grips readers from start to finish . . . Tabitha King completes the late Michael McDowell’s tale so that no one will be able to ascertain who wrote what nor care as the growing suspense to an anticipated High Noon showdown is what the audience will appreciate.”—Alternative-worlds.com
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For Michael




This novel is a collaboration. Michael McDowell began it a decade ago. He died before he could finish it. His editor, Susan Allison, approached me through my agent, Ralph Vicinanza, with the idea of completing it. I was immediately intrigued. The manuscript and the notes that Michael left were incomplete, but he had carried the story forward several hundred pages. The story as I completed it is not the story that Michael set out to tell, or the one that he would have told, had he lived to finish it. Every novelist knows the difference. This is the story that I drew from Michael’s manuscript.

I hope that it would have pleased and amused him, and that it pleases Laurence Senelick, Michael’s longtime companion, and Michael’s sister, Ann, and brother, James, who survive him. Laurence has given me generous support and approval for this project and provided notes and fragments of the original manuscript that had gone astray. He has my deep gratitude.

Thanks to Julie Ann Eugley, Marsha DeFillippo, Barbara Ann McIntyre, Margaret Morehouse, Marcella Spruce, and Diane Ackerly, providers of logistical support, research, scheduling, and lunches; to Dave Higgins, who maintains our Macs. As always, to my first readers, Nora K., Kelly B., Owen, Joey, Steve, Sarah Jane, M., my oldest sister, and M., my youngest sister. Thanks to my family also, for the humor with which they have tolerated my antisocial prickliness when I am working. Thanks to Douglas Winter, who knows for what, and shrieks to Lyn.

Thanks to Ralph and to Susan.

But most of all, thank you, Michael. It was fun. And I miss you.




One

MY father died unpleasantly.

Mama put it that way. “My husband died,” she used to say, letting her voice catch before concluding, “unpleasantly.”

Stepping on a wasp barefoot—that’s unpleasant. A mouthful of sour milk—that’s unpleasant. What happened to Daddy was no mere unpleasance. It was murder. And not a cozy one. Not the butler in the library with the revolver, not a bloodless, painless, game of clues with a polite high-class suicide to avoid the common gallows at the end.

I was seven years old when Daddy died. I did not entirely understand the nature of Daddy’s death nor did I accept its finality. His death was an event that had happened to me, and to Mama, and to my brother, Ford; the realization that it had happened to Daddy came only with the passage of time. The pictures of the bloody footlocker that made the cover of what turned out to be the last issue of True Sex Crimes, the stories that appeared in that grimy little scandal sheet and its trashy ilk—Savage Real Crimes, Twentieth-Century Grue—were successfully kept from my eyes until much later.

Recently I have read or reread all the newspaper and periodical clippings and the popular psychological forensics farragoes, such as Dr. Meyers’s 1975 publication, Sexual Pathology and the Homicidal Impulse, which included a chapter entitled “Footlocker, Broomstick and Cleaver.” The unspeakably cruel details of Daddy’s death quickly defeated the cynical attitude with which I had armored myself. Mama’s  once ludicrous euphemism now lodges sharp as a fishbone in my throat.

The women who actually murdered Daddy were caught. They were tried. They were judged guilty and sentenced to die in the electric chair. Even in Louisiana in 1958, it was rare for women to be executed but what they did to my father was, in the opinion of the judge, “an unimaginably heinous atrocity against nature.”

But the two guilty women did not die by electrocution.

Judy DeLucca was murdered in the prison laundry—slit open from throat to crotch with a razor blade embedded in the handle of a toothbrush. When Janice Hicks, housed in a different wing of the same prison in Baton Rouge, heard of her friend’s death, she began to gasp frantically. She was dead before a doctor could be summoned. The autopsy showed that her lungs were full of water.

Seawater.




Two

MY name is Calley Dakin.

I was christened Calliope Carroll Dakin. Every time I ever asked Mama why she named me Calliope, she spun a new and blatant lie, from the lackadaisical to the sadistic: Calliope was the name of the best friend in college who had proved to be treacherous, or of the childhood doll that had always had an odd smell, or the forbidden creek where a naughty child was bitten by a water moccasin and when the body was recovered, the snake was inside the child’s mouth.

I discovered for myself that a calliope is a nineteenth-century steam organ associated with circuses, and that Calliope is the classical Greek muse of epic poetry. At my first opportunity, I informed Mama of these facts.

“I had no idea,” said Mama, in a flat sarcastic tone. “If only I had had an inkling.”

From my earliest babyhood, Daddy took me to the circus as often as one showed up within reasonable reach so that I came to know the range of sounds of the calliope. No one could call it a delicate instrument but I did admire its great rowdy wind. Mama never went with us. She had an allergy to hokum, she said. It was some years before I was disabused of the notion that hokum was some kind of plant like ragweed that provoked people to sneeze and swell up.

Mama was born Roberta Ann Carroll. The Carrolls were a very old Alabama family, very high in Alabama, as high as you could get without actually being the current governor or so rich that people in other states had heard of you. Mama  never let me forget that I was a Carroll, or that I was failing to measure up to being one.

But my last name was Dakin.

The Dakins were very low in Alabama, as low as you could get without being colored. The Dakins had never amounted to anything, Mama always said. They were not quality. Without history, without standing, they might as well have hailed from the backside-of-the-moon.

The only things they did have were hillbilly accents and boys. There were no Dakin girls, just family after family of Mama Dakin, Daddy Dakin, and four, five, six, or in the case of Daddy’s mama and daddy, seven little boy Dakins.

So why did Roberta Carroll marry Joe Cane Dakin?

Because, unlike all the other Dakins in Alabama, Daddy was rich.

Though his name actually was Joe, Mama called him Joseph. She asserted that it was typically ignorant of the Dakins to put a nickname on a birth certificate. Daddy’s brothers were Jimmy Cane Dakin, Timmy Cane Dakin, Tommy Cane Dakin, Lonny Cane Dakin, Dickie Cane Dakin, and Billy Cane Dakin. Mama claimed that the middle name was because they were all born in a cane field.

Daddy told me that it was his mama’s lesson to them all, so they would not forget the stain of Cain upon the human race. The misspelling was of no import. The idea of spelling as a strict science never penetrated very deeply among the barely literate like Daddy’s mama, or the illiterate like his daddy. Indeed, it is an idea that begins now to seem a quaint affectation. I have seen the signature of Daddy’s father, on county documents, signed variously Cyrus, Cyris, Syris, and even Sires Dakin. He had the Dakin down cold; it was his Christian name that was a speculation every time. Daddy’s mama signed the family Bible in neat printing: Burmah Moses. Daddy’s mama was herself an orphan, raised in an orphanage operated by The Daughters of the Pharaoh. They were a peculiar, and now extinct, offshoot of the Eastern Star, but while they existed, they sent all their charges out into the world bearing the last name of Moses. No doubt her orphan soul, like the too-large shoes she was given to wear away from the orphanage, could hardly avoid picking up the odd pebble of a religious enthusiasm.

I never knew Cyrus or Burmah Moses Dakin or Daddy’s brother Tommy Cane Dakin, who died of whooping cough when he was four, or his other dead brother, Timmy Cane Dakin, who died in his late twenties from a mule kick in the head—not before he had a chance to leave a widow and four boys under the age of seven.

Daddy was the youngest. He started out with nothing, and as little education as rural Alabama could in those days provide. Daddy had a knack for fixing cars. From his early teens, he would have six or seven broke-down Model T’s or baling-wired farm trucks in the yard of his widowed mama’s dogtrot. He scrounged parts from junkyards and cannibalized hopeless wrecks. Nobody in rural Alabama had much by way of currency or coin in the middle of the Depression, so the owners of the rattletraps he put back on the road paid him as often in barter—a chicken, a sack of sweet potatoes, a ham, a bundle of firewood—as cash. The quarters and fifty-cent pieces and dollars came sweaty and slow, but once won, they did not escape his grasp.

An automobile dealer from Montgomery, Mr. Horace H. Fancy, heard of him and offered him a job as a mechanic. With Burmah Moses Dakin recently gone to Glory, Daddy did not have any reason to stick where he was. Mr. Fancy discovered that Daddy was more than a natural-born grease monkey. Joe Cane Dakin was a natural-born salesman too—and as honest as an August noon in Alabama is hot. People liked him. They came away feeling that for once they were not being cheated. Mr. Fancy realized that he had found the man for whom he had been looking, the very one to take over his business so he could retire. Mr. Fancy taught Daddy the automobile business.

And not just the business. Mr. Fancy saw to it that Daddy got a library card and educated himself. Mr. Fancy’s wife was dead but he had a widowed sister, Miz Lulu Taylor, keeping house for him, and she took it on herself to teach Daddy proper manners and diction and everything else that he needed to pass for a country gentleman. Mama liked to tease Daddy that Miz Lulu must have been sweet on him but Daddy said she was just an old retired schoolteacher who missed the schoolroom.

In a very few years, Daddy bought Mr. Fancy’s dealership and made it the biggest Ford dealership in Alabama. It was so successful Henry Ford II called up personally from Detroit one day and asked Daddy to establish a dealership in Birmingham because nobody there seemed to know how to sell Fords right. So Daddy went and did it. By the time he was thirty-two—a decade before he married Mama—Daddy owned three dealerships—in Birmingham, in Montgomery, and in Mobile—and was worth three million dollars and change.

A mild bout of polio in the summer of 1939 left Daddy with a slow stiff walk and a weak left arm. He had no choice but to fight the war at home. When the National Guard got federalized, Alabama organized itself a State Guard as a substitute. Daddy joined it, along with all the old men and boys and lame and halt fellows the military wouldn’t take. They were supposed to protect Alabama from being invaded by the enemy that actually was bold enough to blow up shipping in the Gulf of Mexico. Daddy sat on the State Defense Board that coordinated all the civil defense activities. He did his turn as an ordinary warden too. When the war came to a close and the factories shifted back to domestic consumption, Daddy started making money again, hand over fist.

Mama and Daddy met right after the war, in Boyer’s Drugstore in Mama’s hometown, Tallassee, not far from Montgomery. Daddy was buying a pack of Wrigley’s gum, to be polite, while checking on whether Mr. Boyer was still thinking about trading his old Ford for a new one. Mama went into Boyer’s to buy a lipstick she didn’t need. Mama knew who Daddy was. He didn’t know her, but it wasn’t ten minutes before she had him assuring her that that shade of lipstick was just right on her. She always made it seem like once she uncapped that new lipstick, he never had a chance.

As he built his businesses, Daddy put his brothers to work in them.

Uncle Jimmy Cane Dakin worked for Daddy in Birmingham, Uncles Lonny Cane and Dickie Cane worked for Daddy in Mobile, and Uncle Billy Cane and his wife, Aunt Jude, worked for Daddy in Montgomery.

Mama declined to have anything much to do with his side  of the family. He tolerated her ignoring the Dakins but snuck me out to see his people. If he ever took my brother, Ford, to see them, he had stopped doing it by the time I came along.

I liked Billy Cane best, mostly because Uncle Billy and Aunt Jude doted on me. Being Dakins, they had nothing but a pack of boys. Aunt Jude was one of a flock of girls who all had girl children of their own and she missed not having a girl child for herself. I was special to them also on account of my being the first female Dakin child in memory. I reckon too that it didn’t trouble them any to aggravate Mama and her mama, whom Ford and I were taught to call Mamadee. I doubt that my Dakin relations minded making a few dead Carrolls groan in their graves.

In photographs now, Daddy seems unfamiliar to me, someone I recognize not because I ever knew him but because, in looking for him, I have studied those photographs so intently. A man of middling size and height, his blond, thinning hair slicked back with Brylcreem, his light eyes, guarded in his long-jawed, sunburned face, look back at me. His nose was large and aquiline and crooked, as if it had been broken. Probably it had, but he never got around to telling me how. His ears were large too, and narrowed his face between them like a single book between unnecessarily large bookends. I recall him wearing both suspenders and a belt. His voice, though, I have never forgotten: a country tenor, softened by his Alabama drawl. His favorite song was “You Are My Sunshine.” He said, “gone” for “going,” and left off the “to,” as we were all apt to do, though, of course, we were taught better.

Just as he never got around to telling me how his nose got broke, Daddy never had a chance to tell me why he married Mama.

I could speculate that he thought that he loved her. She was a young and beautiful woman and she wanted him to marry her. Between illness and the war and not being able to join up and fight in it, maybe he was looking to recover some of his fading youth and vigor. He may have begun to feel there should be more to life than money and the making of it. If he had not been a Dakin—if he had been born into a family like the Carrolls—he would have had a mama or a sister to look out for a suitable mate. But he was a sisterless Dakin and by  the time he met Roberta Ann Carroll, Burmah Moses Dakin was long dead of poverty and overwork. If he had not married Mama, I wouldn’t ever have been born, nor would Ford. And Joe Cane Dakin would not have been murdered in New Orleans in 1958.




Three

NATURALLY, Daddy drove anything he had a mind to drive, right off the lot. He put Mama in the model he wanted to promote in any given year. The sight of Mama behind the wheel might make a husband imagine that if he bought a car like that, his wife would maybe look a little like Mama. The wife might imagine herself looking a little more like Mama than she did.

At that time in her life, Mama was not only the best-looking woman in Alabama, she was Miz Joe Cane Dakin, and that meant she was rich. Her looks had earned her position; she deserved it. Being Miz Joe Cane Dakin and driving a Ford was as far as she was willing to go in the direction of working for a living.

In 1958 Daddy was promoting the Edsel, so Mama drove a four-door hardtop Edsel Citation, which had the big engine and wheelbase, a tri-tone gold-metallic, jonquil-yellow-jet-black paint job, gold upholstery with little flecks of metallic gold in it, and marshmallow-creme leather trim. Daddy knew the Edsel was an ungainly looking thing and Mama knew it too, but Daddy had his loyalty to the Ford Motor Company. The Ford Motor Company, he declared, paid the bills.

Mama didn’t bother to hold an opinion on that. It was enough for her that Joe Cane Dakin paid the bills. The least Mama could do was to pretend to like the Edsel. She always derived a certain satisfaction from playing a role. Mama believed that being movie-star beautiful was the equivalent of having movie-star talent, though she would never, of course, be so common as to stoop to the hard work of becoming a real actress.

When Daddy wanted to attend a convention of Ford dealers in New Orleans, he drove us the three-hundred-some miles from Montgomery in Mama’s Edsel: Mama in the front seat, Ford and I in the back. The convention was due to start on Friday the fourteenth and run into the next week, permitting the dealers to treat themselves to Mardi Gras on the eighteenth. And the very next day, Ash Wednesday, would be my seventh birthday. I was promised not only a birthday cake but also the  specialité du maison of the Hotel Pontchartrain, a concoction called Mile-High Pie.

Ford was able to make the trip because the convention fell during the February school vacation. I could have gone anyway, as my presence in Miz Dunlap’s first grade was not as strictly demanded as Ford’s was in Miz Perlmutter’s sixth grade. Whenever Daddy wanted me to keep him company on some drive to Birmingham or Mobile or wherever, I was allowed to play hooky. Miz Dunlap never said boo. Since Mama liked to pretend that Daddy never did anything that she did not tell him to do, when he took me with him, she always made it her idea; she would declare that if she didn’t get some relief from me, Joe Cane Dakin was gone have a wife in the mental hospital.

While Mama and Daddy were gone be in New Orleans, Ford and I might have stayed with Mamadee in Tallassee. But Daddy said ever’body ought to go to Mardi Gras once in their life. Unsaid but understood by us all was that Daddy wanted to be with me to celebrate my birthday. If he had to be away, he would just have to take me with him. Mama wasn’t very happy about having us in tow but she was gone find something to make her unhappy anyway and Daddy knew it.

In the car, Mama remarked that she had been to Mardi Gras and if she was gone go again, she would rather she did not have kids with her to fret about. She smoked Kools, one every half hour or so, and turned the pages of the latest Vogue  as she told Daddy everything she had already told him before all over again. He smoked Lucky Strikes, one every fifteen minutes or so, and said not much of anything.

Just the day before the Gulf Coast had gotten cold enough so that snow fell in the Florida panhandle, which, if the lines on the map were drawn straight, would be southeast Alabama.

WITH the windows up against the cold, it was harder for me to hear the world outside of the Edsel, but that made me more aware of the workings of the Edsel itself, and of its occupants. Knowing them too well, I did my best to block them out.

We stopped at Daddy’s dealership in Mobile. He could not very well drive though Mobile and not stop. Mama harried me into the ladies’ room and out again and back into the Edsel, not because she cared if I wet myself or not or because I was dawdling; she just used me for an excuse to sweep in and out without having to converse much with the people who worked for Daddy.

Ford left the car only long enough to help himself to a Co’Cola. Daddy always called Co’Cola dope. Every time that he did, Mama said “dope” was slang, and A Man In His Position ought to know that using slang made him look like a country fool.

Uncle Lonny Cane Dakin came out, in his greasy overalls and with a big streak of black grease on his left cheek. Lonny Cane looked a lot like Daddy, if Daddy were for sale in a thrift shop.

Despite the cold, Daddy lowered all the windows before he went inside to air the cigarette smog out of the Edsel. When Uncle Lonny Cane started to lean in the open window next to Mama, she flinched away, glaring at his fingernails.

“My Lord, Lonny Cane Dakin, don’t you touch my car with those fingers!” she hissed. “You’ll get that grease ever’where.”

Uncle Lonny Cane froze with his hands clawed up, before shrinking back and tucking them behind his back like a kid who don’t want to admit to not washing up before dinner. His face shone red under the grease. He grinned so hard with embarrassment, I could see all the gaps between his few remaining crooked, poor boy’s teeth.

“Beg pardon, Miz Roberta,” he mumbled. Then he craned his leathery neck and squinted into the backseat at Ford and me.

Ford was closest to Lonny Cane, so I threw myself on top of him and let a rebel yell out Ford’s window. Mama flinched. Ford about choked on his Co’Cola. He threw me off him onto  the floor. Uncle Lonny Cane’s guffaw was like circus music to my ears; it had the rude blat of a clown’s bulb horn.

“I’m getting a sick headache,” Mama wailed. “Calley Dakin, you hush your mouth right now. I do not want to hear from you again in this lifetime! Ford, go tell your daddy to hurry up, and bring me a BC!”

Ford took care to step on my right hand as he got out of the car again.

Mama covered her eyes with her hands and moaned.

I whispered into the back of Mama’s seat, “You want me to sing you a song, Mama?”

She drove her elbow back into the seat. That meant she didn’t want me to sing a song. I could sing like anybody but she never cared for my voice however I sang.

Ford came back and flung himself into the backseat.

Daddy opened the driver’s door and peered in. “I brang you some aspirin, Bobbie Ann, and a dope.” He had three open bottles between his big fingers by their necks.

“Don’t call me Bobbie Ann,” Mama said. “And don’t use slang, Joseph. Make that child sit in her seat and be still! I told you we should have left her at home.”

“With your mama? Over my dead body. And you wouldn’t hear of calling on Ida Mae,” Daddy said.

Mama stiffened right up like I give her a poke. My used-to-be nursemaid, Ida Mae, was a delicate subject between them, months and months after Mama had fired her.

Daddy hesitated. He seemed to be on the edge of saying more. But he didn’t.

Ford cocked his eyebrows at me mockingly as he took a long swallow of his Co’Cola. He was eleven then, mostly legs, and mean as cat-dirt. Mama doted on Ford because he was a real Carroll—so much a Carroll that Ford already looked down his nose at Daddy for being a Dakin. But Ford took the Carroll character a step further—he looked down on Mama for having married a Dakin. Mama doted on Ford all the more for this.

Daddy settled in behind the wheel and handed back one of the open bottles to me. “I heard that yell, Sunshine. Had to make you thirsty.”

I did not know how thirsty I was until then. Co’Cola makes  me burp though, and I did, which made Mama moan again and Ford snigger.

What with Mama having a sick headache, there was even less than no chance of radio music. When Daddy and I were on one of our road trips, I could sit in the front seat, and he would let me ramble up and down the dial, listening wherever I wanted, at as much volume as I could get out of the radio. But when Mama was with us, we were hardly ever allowed to have the radio. I had to sing to myself, inside my head, and a blessing it was that I could. Ida Mae Oakes had taught me to look for the blessings.

Though I had been allowed to bring a shoebox of my paper dolls with me, with Ford within reach, I could not play with them in the backseat of the Edsel. They were in my suitcase in the trunk, alongside my red Elvis Autograph Phonograph that Daddy had given me for Christmas, and some of my 45s, and the Valentine card that I had made for Daddy at school. I particularly wished that I could play with my Rosemary Clooney paper doll. Mama did not care for me singing Rosemary Clooney songs when I played with the paper doll, so I had to whisper them.

Since Ford would not be caught dead touching an actual doll, I did have my Betsy McCall doll with me. She was little, just the right size for me to clutch in my hand. If I touched him with her, he would shudder and shrink away and threaten to tear her limb from limb.

Mamadee subscribed to McCall’s magazine. She brought it to Mama every month after she had perused it. “Perused” was her word. Mama did not want it, which is why Mamadee brought it to her. Mama took it because she was not gone let Mamadee think anything Mamadee did was significant enough to irritate her. They managed to insult each other more with courtesies than they could have with a whole dictionary of cuss words.

Betsy McCall paper dolls appeared in every issue of McCall’s . Betsy McCall’s face was plain and sweet as a sugar cookie, with great big widespread eyes like root-beer balls. She had a little smiling rosebud mouth and no chin to speak of, and a proper little girl hairstyle with curls, and on the rare occasions that they showed, elfin little ears. Every month, Betsy McCall Did Something. She Went To A Picnic or  Started School or Helped Her Mother Bake Cookies. What she did, she did it first and last name, always in capital letters, and it always required a wardrobe.

Every month, I cut out Betsy McCall and her dog and her friends and relations and played with them in sight of Mamadee and Mama. Mama told Daddy that I loved Betsy McCall so much that he should buy me a Betsy McCall doll for Christmas. So he did, all unknowing that Mama knew that I wanted a baby doll. I had a name all picked out: Ida Mae. And knowing that Mama had been so mean, I made a great fuss over Betsy McCall. I took that Betsy McCall doll everywhere with me and sniveled if I were made to leave her behind. Since I was deprived of the privilege of naming my own doll by the fact that Betsy McCall already had a name, I gave her a secret middle name: Cane.

After a while, Daddy started talking to Ford about the new bridge in New Orleans. I settled back to listen to the sound of the tires on the road and sounds of the engine and the air conditioner and the satisfying tautness of the fan belt. With the windows closed, I could not hear the birds or animals or people outside. The speed of the Edsel spun all the sounds outside behind it; those separate sounds got all slurried together like drops of water forced out of a hose hard enough to bruise.

I slept some of that long ride, dreaming of 
 loud rain that kept getting louder until there was nothing else but the sound of it. A hard rain makes what one day I would discover is called “white noise.” It is better than cotton balls in my ears.

 
swishzapswishzapswishzapswishzap



I heard Daddy singing, the way he did sometimes when we took a drive together or when I was going to sleep.

 
The other night, dear  
As I lay sleeping  
I dreamed I held you in my arms.  
When I awoke, dear  
I was mistaken  
And I hung my head and cried;

You are my sunshine  
My only sunshine  
You make me happy  
When skies are grey  
You’ll never know dear  
How much I love you  
Please don’t take my sunshine away.

 
It seemed to me that Daddy was singing it to me as I slept, making a joke between the two of us, because it was raining. Rain so hard it scared me in my sleep. I felt as if I were drowning in that relentless rain, the rain itself, the dying breaths of thousands of other people hanging round my neck, drawing me down into the city of the dead.

Half an hour outside of New Orleans, I woke up when Ford slid over to pinch me.

“Wake up, Dumbo. We’re getting there. You got drool all over yourself,” Ford said.

Ford was lying; the corners of my mouth were a little wet but that was all. I knew it was 
 raining before I tried to look out the window. I could smell the rain, even over the ever-present cigarette smog. We were inside my dream, inside the car, and for all I could see, we might as well have been under water.

 
swishzapshlurrup



Ford looked bored. It was about his favorite thing to do when he was not up to actual no-good, and he did it a lot. He had not wanted to come on this trip nor had he wanted to stay home, and like Mama he was not gone have a good time no matter what. He tried real hard to stay bored as we began to see New Orleans but I could tell from the way he straightened up taller that it was drawing his attention. Mama was paying attention too. She paused for a second or two, taking out a new cigarette.

I knelt on the seat and stared out the window on my side, and past Daddy, out his window and the span of the windshield. Most of what I saw and heard was rain. The lights of other vehicles on the road wobbled past in blurred yellow and red, like candle flames wavering in a draft behind a wet window.

There was a lot more to New Orleans than Mobile or Birmingham or Montgomery, never-you-mind Tallassee—though Tallassee could claim a big league second baseman, Fred Hatfield. I reckoned that New Orleans could probably claim so many big league players that nobody there bothered to boast of it. There were ever so many more people, of which we were hardly more than four drops in the rain, but I couldn’t see them. I knew they were there because when I found out we were going to New Orleans, I looked it up in Daddy’s atlas that gave the population of ever’where. It wasn’t that I couldn’t hear them through the rain, so much as what I heard of them was diluted to not much more than a shiver at the nape of my neck. I was frightened. Not for me. For all those people I couldn’t see but whose distant voices under the downpour sang to me not in words but in their terror.




Four

THE Hotel Pontchartrain loomed twelve stories over St. Charles Avenue and we were staying on the very top floor, in Penthouse B. Penthouse sounded like some kind of jail to me, but Daddy said that meant it was the best. I was still scared when the hotel manager took us up in the elevator. I believe that I was born hating elevators. The minute I enter one, I just want to sit down on the floor and hug my knees and squinch my eyes tight, so I won’t see the doors close. It’s bad enough to have to listen to the machinery work and see in my head the  push-pull-yank-thump-clank of the belts and chains and gears that could go awry anytime with nary a doorknob or sesame in sight.

Penthouse B turned out to be a patch of big rooms with high ceilings and a baby grand piano with a key in it that Mama snatched away when I reached for it. There was a color television console and a bar with cut-glass bottles, heavily carved dark furniture, turkey rugs, and damask draperies over swagged and bellied sheers on the windows. Except for the baby grand, our home in Montgomery was much the same, only bigger, and Mamadee’s in Tallassee was even more so.

The manager opened some draperies and shutters to show us French doors. We went out on the balcony and looked down. St. Charles Avenue was a black ditch of rain, so far down, it made me a little dizzy. I backed off the balcony and into the parlor of the Penthouse. The piano was still locked. A piano is an echo chamber, a sounding board, and I was not ever gone make this one tell me its secrets. Mama was gone  keep that key for the whole time we were at Hotel Pontchartrain. I could see my face like a sick melting ghost in the mirror of its glossy black finish. I looked like I was in a grown-up coffin, way too big for me.

Mama ordered supper for Ford and me. I helped her unpack and hang her clothes and watched her change to go to dinner with Daddy. She used the dressing room while Daddy did his changing in the bedroom. Mama’s dress was a wasp-waisted horizontal-striped strapless sheath, with a filmy over-skirt in the back like a short train. She put up her hair like Grace Kelly and made herself up like a movie star, with emphatically arched brows and plenty of mascara and dark lipstick. When Daddy whistled at her and shook his fingers to put out the fire, she pretended to ignore him, but her eyes shone.

After they left, Ford turned on the TV to watch Sergeant Preston arrest criminals in the name of the Crown. In my bedroom, I plugged in my Elvis Autograph Phonograph. As I was deciding, shuffling through “Jailhouse Rock,” “Teddy Bear,” “The Twelfth of Never,” “The Yellow Rose of Texas,” “The Banana Boat Song,” “Blueberry Hill,” and “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window,” I heard a chink and gurgle, glass on glass, and then a gulp: Ford, getting himself a drink from the cut-glass bottles. He did it at home whenever Mama and Daddy went out but was careful to take only a little so as not to get caught. Ford was born even more devious than most Carrolls.

I sat on the floor, listening to my records and playing with my paper dolls. It was not easy to get a story going on account of the 45s hardly went three minutes or so, and then I had to start them again or change them. Concentrating was hard work. At seven though, I had more than an inkling of self-discipline. I was grateful for Betsy McCall. She was what Ida Mae Oakes called a focus.

The January Betsy McCall had been a disappointment. Betsy McCall Made A Calendar, which for once did not require any special wardrobe. But Mamadee had presented the February issue in time for me to take it with me on our trip. I was allowed a pair of those crinky little scissors that are made for small children. They were too small for my fingers and the  edge on their blades was about fit to cut Jell-O. So one day when Mama’s seamstress, Rosetta, was in the house, I wheedled a small pair of real shears out of her from her workbasket. With those, I cut out Betsy McCall Has A Valentine Picnic and then sent Betsy McCall To New Orleans On The Banana Boat For Her Picnic On Blueberry Hill.

In the silence after Elvis finished offering to make Betsy McCall his Teddy Bear, the Zorro theme song came on the television. I was moved by the music to try out the small shears as a sword. They proved a poor substitute, as the very first slash of my Z took off Betsy McCall’s head. I dropped Betsy McCall’s bits into the box and the shears after them. Since Betsy McCall Came To Calliope Carroll Dakin’s House every month, I viewed her as disposable and often cut her up and rearranged her parts. With more cutouts from the advertisements in McCall’s, a sheet of paper and some paste, I could turn her into a clown or a circus freak, stuff her into a dryer so it looked like her bits were churning around behind the porthole door, or mix her up with peas and corn and mashed potatoes in a TV dinner. My collages horrified Mamadee, who said that they were sure evidence of degeneracy and mental disturbance, and proof that not only was I more Dakin than Carroll, but that Mama had allowed the influence of Ida Mae Oakes over me for far too long. Mamadee’s pronouncements just naturally inspired me to greater efforts.

The television went abruptly silent. The elevator was coming up.

By the time it wheezed to a stop, I was in bed. Daddy came in and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.

He whispered, “Sunshine, your lamp here is still warm and I can see your pajamas in your suitcase over there. After I close the door, you hop out and get into them, okay? Say your bedtime prayer too.”

I opened one eye and winked at him. He kissed my head and went out.

Daddy might have been a Dakin, he might walk a little stiffly and have a weak left arm, but his eyes and ears and brains worked just fine.

I was seven years old: All I knew was the way things were.  I could only reckon that was the way they were supposed to be. I expected them to stay that way. I had enough to do, coping with being Calliope Carroll Dakin.

Sometimes I pretended that I was Ford and when I glanced in a mirror with my Bored Ford face on, I thought I looked more than a little bit like him, no matter how much Mama and Mamadee said I didn’t have a bit of Carroll visible in me, that I was hopeless pure-D backside-of-the-moon Dakin.

They were right.

I looked just like my bony, graceless, goofy boy Dakin cousins, except for the twin ponytails that were meant to hide my ears. Ford said that they looked like somebody left the car doors open. I could waggle my ears as if they were the stumps of an extra set of limbs that had failed to grow. Despite the pleasure this parlor trick gave to others, I was forbidden to do it, particularly in Mamadee’s presence. To Mamadee, my ears were the definitive proof of Dakin degeneracy.

Without intending it, I left breakage like a trail of crumbs behind me. If I was very still, I could minimize the possible damage, and the unwelcome attention that I might draw. I worked at it diligently. Ida Mae Oakes used to tease me, saying, Diligent is your middle name, Calliope Dakin, and Calliope Diligent Dakin, I swear.

Because I had a difficult birth and was a troublesome infant—I screamed all the livelong day and night—and Mama had to recuperate a long time, Daddy hired Ida Mae Oakes to be my nursemaid. She stood in high repute in Montgomery for how well she took care of troublesome babies. My secret pride was that Ida Mae stayed with me longer than any other child in her career, at least until me.

Daddy paid Ida Mae’s wages, and Mama ordered her around, but Ida Mae made it clear that I was her job. Not Ford, and not housemaid’s work, kitchen work, or running errands for Mama. For a long time, Mama was too relieved not to have to take care of me herself to want to bend Ida Mae to her will. Whenever Mamadee got started on how insolent Ida Mae Oakes was, not to bring her sweet tea when she wanted it, or polish Ford’s shoes, because Ida Mae was too busy taking care of me, and how Mama didn’t understand how to be firm  with those people, Mama would point out that it was Ida Mae Oakes who had stopped me crying all the time.

Mamadee and Mama didn’t care how Ida Mae did it, though Mamadee suspected Ida Mae of having spiked the diluted canned milk formula with moonshine. They agreed that if she hadn’t taken me out of the house and quieted me enough to live with normal people, they would both have been driven to the mental hospital and would probably still be there. Of course, if they were ever driven to the mental hospital, they would not let themselves go and sit around in bathrobes with their hair undone, like some people did.

Mama fired Ida Mae Oakes between my fifth and sixth birthdays, and there I was with my seventh near upon me, and I missed Ida Mae some time or other about every day. Mama didn’t know that I wrote letters to Ida Mae Oakes or that Daddy mailed them for me. The letters that came back for me, Daddy let me read when we were driving around, and then he would take them and hide them in his desk at the Montgomery dealership. It was highly deceitful, of course, but Daddy was some angry with Mama for firing Ida Mae, and I was too. Daddy said that we had to keep the peace in the house, Mama had her reasons and I would understand when I was older. Looking each other right in the eye, we both knew that he was saying that lying was gone save him some trouble with Mama. He was shamefaced and diminished, and I hated Mama for driving him to lies because it cost him so much more than it ever did her. I would lie the crows out of the sky for Daddy.

While I missed Ida Mae Oakes, I don’t expect that she missed me. Ida Mae Oakes was a professional. My letters to her were more like report cards, to let her know that I hadn’t forgotten all she taught me. Her return letters were prompt and polite but no more personal than a note brought home from the teacher. Nobody reading them could accuse her of encouraging me to defy Mama.

The way Ida Mae stopped me crying all the time was simple. She sang to me.




Five

VALENTINE’S Day, Daddy left a bee-you-tee-full store-bought card on my pillow. The one I left on his pillow had a paper-lace-doily-edged heart on it and as much glitter as the glue would take. The one he gave me had drawings of candy hearts, the kind with Be Mine and Sweetheart and mush like that on them, and inside the envelope was a good dozen of the actual real candy. It was a joke between us: Daddy knew my opinion that nothing tastes cheaper or nastier than those little candy hearts, except for candy lipsticks.

Mama found a little box all wrapped up in gold foil paper and red ribbon on her pillow, along with a card from Daddy. It was pearl earrings. She gave him a kiss that left him laughing and wiping lipstick off his face with a big white cotton handkerchief.

Of course she had to put them on right away to see how they looked on her.

While she was admiring herself and the earrings in the mirror, Mama said, “I don’t know how you did it, Joseph, but I believe you must have read my mind. I have been longing for these earrings since the day I first saw them in the window at Cody’s.” Then she glanced up at his reflection looking at her in the mirror and added, “Don’t think this fixes anything, Joseph. I do you the honor of believing that you would never try to bribe me with baubles. I take these as a gift of the heart.”

Daddy stopped smiling and looked away. Embarrassment, anger, and weariness stiffened his face. I never saw him look  sadder. It made me angry with Mama, her taking away his pleasure in giving her a gift.

Daddy was in meetings all that day. Ford went with him to most of them. Daddy listened to speeches, he shook hands, he gave a couple of talks, he shook more hands, and he said, “No thanks, I just had one,” when someone offered him a drink or a girl. This is what Ford reported to me. Ford thought it was funny. I caught on to the part about the drink but I couldn’t figure out why anybody at a convention would offer Daddy a girl, and why he would say “just had,” when he must have meant “already have,” meaning me.

Mama went with Daddy to the convention lunch. I stayed in the Penthouse with Ford. He tried to feed me half a sandwich all at once. I gritted my teeth tightly while he mashed my lips against them with the sandwich. When I shoved a pointer finger into the hollow at the base of his throat, he made a  gakking noise and jumped up and slammed out. I reckoned that I had better than held my own, which made the ice I sucked to stop my mouth swelling up taste all the sweeter.

When Mama came back, she never even asked where he was. I volunteered nothing. He had not told me that he was going out or where or why, and after all, he was eleven and had gone to meetings with Daddy. I certainly did not care where Ford was, so long as he was not plaguing me.

Mama did not need to do anything else until it was time to dress for the big Valentine’s Day dinner, so she took me shopping.

And that was why Daddy got murdered.

It was still 
 raining.

 
Plashplotzplashplotz



The water bouncing off the pavement made a mist around our ankles. It was like standing in a cold shower with clothes on. I kept my glasses in my coat pocket to keep them dry. The droplets beaded on my light wool coat and then began to seep through the weave. The rain did not matter to Mama. She had an umbrella and she hardly cared whether I got wet or not. More than once, she had told me that I would not melt.

Mama rarely shopped for clothes in stores back then—she turned her nose up at most everything off the rack. She had Rosetta copy fashions out of Vogue magazine. Elsa Schiaparelli was her favorite designer. Besides wearing copies of Schiaparelli designs, Mama bought real Schiaparelli hats and bags and gloves and silk stockings. Daddy had given her a real Schiaparelli karakul coat, with the label inside it to prove it.

Mostly she shopped in antique stores. Mama liked being rich and buying things that other rich people were now too poor or too dead to hold on to, and buying them cheap. Bargains indeed were to be had, for it was one of those times when the antiques trade languished. The fifties were about the new things that could be mass-produced. Mama bought small things: old jewelry, old perfume bottles, and candlesticks.

She was very fond of candlelight, which flattered her skin. I knew from the way she checked the mirrors after she lit candles. At home, she always had candles lighted on the table when we ate our evening meal. Decades before candles became a decorating fad, Mama set them out in her bathroom and her boudoir. Naturally the candles had to be in something.

Along with ashtrays, candlesticks made excellent hissy-fit projectiles. Mama was no athlete but she could always summon strength enough to pitch a candlestick or an ashtray. Fortunately, she rarely hit anything or anyone who might be too far away to grab her wrist and arrest her throw. Her habits did maim or destroy quite a few ashtrays and candlesticks, as well as the walls and furniture and windows, making replacements in kind welcome. Her ashtrays never came from antique stores. She ordered cut-crystal ones that fit the palm of her hand, by the dozen, from the best downtown jeweler, the one where Daddy bought her the pearl earrings.

We traipsed from one antique shop to another. Each shop was a single room, cramped with enormous pieces of mahogany furniture, every piece dark with wax, every piece laden with old lamps and old porcelain figurines and old odd pieces of brass. On the walls were old bad paintings of saints, old good portraits of the formerly rich and old mildewed prints behind glass that sweated with Louisiana moisture. Even in Montgomery or Mobile or Birmingham, each shop was always still and damp and the proprietor was always an  old woman with paper-white skin, or sometimes a middle-aged man with pomade-shiny hair, who was likely the son or nephew of the old woman with narcissus-petal skin. The light was dim and dusty in those shops and my only occupation, while Mama poked about and the old proprietor kept a wary watch on me, was to try to catch stray gleams of sunlight as they were refracted through the dusty dangling prisms of old chandeliers and lamps.

As soon as we entered a shop, Mama would order me to touch nothing and be still and silent, on pain of some gaudy punishment. The proprietor would then stare at me for fear that I would seize a poker from a fender set and run wildly through the shop, screaming like a maniac, smashing everything I could. Sometimes I longed to do just that. Knowing my own clumsiness, I usually found a spot out of the way and pretended to be a big dead doll, imagining what bits of me were broke and how messy my hair was and that my eyeballs were all popped out and looking in different directions.

In the last shop but one, the proprietor reacted to Mama’s warning with a violent hiss and shooing gestures directed at me. Mama sent me outside, where I stood on a corner and dripped and listened to the sounds a steady rain makes on all the different surfaces around a person standing in it. I wondered what snow would sound like. Someday I meant to see snow in the flesh and hear it and feel its cold kiss upon my upturned face but, of course, I could hardly expect it in New Orleans. I wondered if it had ever snowed in New Orleans. Snow would sound not like a leaf falling but like a downy feather. I would have liked to hear the birds in New Orleans. Hadn’t Daddy said that there were wild parrots in New Orleans? I would have liked to hear the voices of whatever other critters lived there. Surely there were chipmunks or squirrels or both, and certainly as wet a place as it is, there must be rats. There had to be mice and cats and dogs, and someone in New Orleans surely had a monkey. There must be a zoo. But the rain drowned out any hint of any of those enchanting possibilities. A sudden swoop of wind threw rain into my face and down the back of my neck and the downpour intensified, so I shivered. I tipped back my head and opened my mouth to the rain, and got a face-wash as well as a drink.

The next shop we approached ticked. I heard it distinctly from outside and around the corner. As the jangle of the brass bell on the door announcing our entry subsided and the ticking again dominated, I took my glasses out of my coat pocket where they been safe and dry and put them on. A whole wall of old clocks, none of them with their hands pointed at the same hours or minutes or seconds as the others, ticked and tocked and clicked and thocked and pecked and clucked like an aviary of mechanical birds.

This shop also seemed to have more candlesticks than most, though candlesticks are by nature reticent and usually more numerous than at first impression. Stand still and look around any old antique or junque shoppe and they are everywhere: prickets and chambersticks; chandeliers never converted for electric lights; three-, five-, and seven-branched candelabra; wall sconces in brass and glass; girandoles; glass candleholders in ruby, cobalt, and crystal; old dented candlesticks in pewter; old blotched candlesticks in brass; and old silver candlesticks, tarnished black as a lost soul. The servants of light in the centuries before whale-oil lamps, gaslights, and electricity, the holders of candles are no longer necessities, but are reduced to bric-a-brac, nicknack-paddywhack, bring the dog a bone. Occasionally one might still become a blunt object and make a dent in a wall or extract a little blood. Colonel Mustard, in the library. Mama, in her boudoir.

Mama spent a lot of time in this particular shop. If she spent more than five minutes in a shop, she always bought something lest the proprietor think his prices were too rich for her financial blood or that she was not the sort of woman truly to appreciate rare and beautiful objects.

Because of the rain, no sun refracted through the prisms in the shop. The ticking shop was empty except for me and Mama and the middle-aged man behind the high schoolmaster’s desk that served for a counter. He didn’t seem to care one way or the other that Mama and I were in his shop. When Mama had been his only customer for ten minutes, the shop door opened with the ring of the brass bell.

The proprietor smiled and said to the lady coming through the door, “Oh, I’m very glad to see you.”

The lady smiled back at him.

I do not remember what she looked like. Well. Sometimes I think I do, but wonder if my memory is trustworthy. Perhaps I have given the lady the face that suited her, or me. I do remember the knife-pleat of her skirt, though not the color or print, and the filmy plastic galoshes she wore over her shoes, which were pumps with low heels. In that era, most women had a pair of those galoshes; Mama did. They were supposed to be see-through so the shoe inside was visible but they never were—shoes visible nor galoshes truly transparent, I mean. Her hands were gloved, as indeed Mama’s were, gloves being like hats a commonplace accessory.

And I do remember the way the lady looked at me.

Just once at first, and for only a few seconds. She was looking at me. She was not looking at a gawky little girl who was wet and trying not to drip on anything. She was looking at Calliope Carroll Dakin, whoever she was at the age of seven years. She looked at me a moment and then she looked at Mama.

Then she said to the proprietor, “There’s a wet little girl standing behind your door, Mr. Rideaux. Does she belong to you?”

“She’s mine,” Mama said.

The lady turned abruptly to the proprietor. “I’m looking for a candlestick, Mr. Rideaux.”

The atmosphere of the shop was suddenly very precarious. Anything might happen. Mama picked up the nearest candlestick—just a dollar-and-a-half of cobalt glass—and took it back to the proprietor’s desk.

That was when Mama discovered that she no longer had her pocketbook.

Mama was embarrassed, and more. She was flustered. Somehow she had managed to misstep repeatedly. She assured Mr. Rideaux that her handbag was somewhere, that she really did have the money for the candlestick (even though she probably did not really want it at all), and pleaded for him to put it aside for her until she came back with the money.

“Did you have your pocketbook with you earlier?” he asked politely, but in an easy tone that suggested he hardly cared much one way or the other.

“I don’t remember.”

The strange lady had been moving slowly about, looking at and picking up this candlestick or that, and putting it down and smiling to herself. She paused by a magnificent stuffed macaw that had escaped my notice until she ran her gloved fingers over its scarlet crown and down its back. A parrot in New Orleans, after all, but as dumb as any candlestick. She looked at me again—a clean, swift, prompting look.

“You must have, Mama, because you bought that little cameo pin and I saw you take out your change purse,” I said.

Mama glared at me. I was not supposed to speak in public unless it was to make my manners to someone or to say something nice about her.

“Probably you left it there, last place you were in,” Mr. Rideaux suggested.

“Probably I did,” Mama agreed. “Come on, Calley.”

A look passed between the strange lady and the proprietor.

“Oh, leave the little girl here, she is being an angel,” the proprietor said.

Mama looked at him and then at me. She was trying to decide whether this might be a treat for me, in which case she was not about to allow it. But I looked as wet and miserable and bored as I could, so she relented.

“You hit her if she breaks anything and I’ll pay double for it when I get back,” Mama said.

So Mama went out with her umbrella and the satisfaction that Mr. Rideaux knew that she had money enough to pay twice the price of anything he had in his store.

No one else came into the shop. Mr. Rideaux sat at his desk, writing in a ledger. The lady glanced at me. I must have looked like I was about to drop because she made a little noise in her throat that provoked Mr. Rideaux to look at her again.

He pointed his pen at me. “Young lady, go sit yourself down on that little chair over there.”

I sat on the very edge of the tapestry seat of the little mahogany chair. My hair, my dress and coat dried while I watched and listened to the wall of clocks telling all their false times. An excitement bloomed in me. I laughed aloud. The clocks had nothing to do with time but were merely instruments, the clicking and ticking of silver and gold and bronze and pinchbeck arrows, a droll and slapstick rhapsody of lies.  And the odd music became odder, less chaotic, more complicated; it came to me that a new timepiece had entered the song and transformed it.

Entranced as I was, I saw the lady’s mouth quiver and the proprietor’s left eyebrow jig as they exchanged looks. I felt their gazes on me from time to time but there was in them no censure or disapproval but contrariwise, a quiet pleasure.

The jangle of the bell on the door broke the spell as Mama opened it. I gasped as if my heart had come to a stop in my chest. And just at that instant, all the clocks on the wall stopped, so that the shop was suddenly as still as the dead old things it sheltered.

“Calley, what do you mean, plopping yourself down on Mr. Rideaux’s antique chair?” Mama said.

She marched back to the proprietor’s desk.

“Mr. Rideaux, I could not find my pocketbook anywhere, but I will have my husband write you a check for that chair Calley has probably ruined, and of course I still want the candlestick.”

Mr. Rideaux smiled at Mama. I did not believe his smile but Mama did.

“The young lady did not ruin that chair. I reserve that chair for wet little girls who come into my shop and I would not sell it for the world. And I am not one bit surprised that you did not find your pocketbook because it was here all the time,” said Mr. Rideaux.

He got up, fingered a key out from the watch pocket of his vest, and used it to open his filing cabinet. From the top drawer of his filing cabinet he pulled out Mama’s pocketbook, her brown Hermès Kelly bag.

My view from the chair of Mr. Rideaux had been full. At no time had I seen him find Mama’s pocketbook, and at no time did he even get up from his desk, much less unlock the filing cabinet and stick Mama’s pocketbook into it. I felt the strange lady’s gaze on me. I said nothing, and it came into my mind that I hardly knew how much real time had passed while the clocks had entranced me. It was what Daddy would call a conundrum.

The lady spoke suddenly, making Mama start. “I found it, right over here.”

She pointed to a little petticoat table—five hundred pounds of mahogany and Georgia marble that had been carved and glued and polished in order to support a little mirror, six inches off the floor, so the ladies of the 1850s could check the fall of their crinolines. Mamadee had one, of which she was sinfully proud. Mama and Mamadee often informed me of instances of sinful pride on the part of the other. I myself was so often hell-bound from my sinful pride that I was sinfully proud of it.

Mama smiled and held her pocketbook against her breast and hugged it.

“Thank you for saving my life,” Mama said to the lady.

“I was going to steal it, and your little girl too, but I was afraid I would get caught,” the lady said.

“Who would want Calley?” Mama said.

The lady gave me a warm smile. “Well, wet little girls must be good for something.” Then she turned back to the proprietor and said, “You’ve got so much new stock, Mr. Rideaux, and I’m just not sure what I want. I think I’ll have to come back one day when it’s not raining.”

She left with a tinkle of the little brass bell, and without looking at me again.

“Can you change a fifty?” Mama asked Mr. Rideaux. Before he could answer, Mama cried, “Oh, no wait, I think I have two singles.”

Mr. Rideaux smiled and started to take the bills.

Mama held on to them. “Then all I can buy is this little piece of cobalt?”

“That’s all you can buy today,” he said, delicately plucking the two bills out of her hand. “But you come back tomorrow, and I promise I won’t let you out for under that fifty you’re putting back in your purse.”

Mama laughed delicately too, at this proof that Mr. Rideaux knew that she had money. “Then I guess I’ll have to come back.”

But of course we never went back.



Six

THE elevator jerked and sighed and thumped to a stop like somebody getting hanged. Mama tiptoed into the Penthouse in her stocking feet, holding her high heels in one hand by their ankle straps. She crept into my room and grabbed my foot under the blanket and shook it.

“Calley, wake up and come unzip me,” she whispered.

I sat up and knuckled my eyes as if I had been asleep, though the only time my eyes had been closed since she and Daddy went out was just before she reached my room. The more I tried not to think about the strange time in the shop that ticked, the more it troubled me. It was a relief to have Mama back. Putting on my glasses and grabbing Betsy Cane McCall from under my pillow, I hopped out of bed and followed Mama to the big bedroom and its dressing room.

Mama had gone out in a strapless copper taffeta with an iridescent peach half-skirt. She dropped her heels on the carpet and simultaneously reached for one of her earrings. I watched her replace her jewelry in its velvet-lined boxes. She tipped her chin toward the vanity bench. When I knelt on it, she backed up to me so I could reach the hidden zipper running down the back of the dress to her waist. Another one, meant to prevent any stress on the waistline or hip, ran down from under one armpit past the waist about six inches
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