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  MAMA’S LITTLE GIRL


  Prologue


  Christy Felson was awakened by screams, and she sat up in bed. When she did not hear anything else, she wondered if she had been dreaming about the demons again.


  The child rubbed her eyes, and listened hard. There were no sounds at all in the house, and she became frightened.


  “Papa?” she called. “Mama? Bud?”


  No one answered, so she climbed from bed and tugged down her red pajama top. The morning was hot, but the linoleum was cold on her bare feet as she hurried to the open door and listened again. She thought she heard sounds from the kitchen, but no one answered when she called.


  Christy remembered the demons as she rubbed her hand along the peeling wallpaper and ran down the hall. The kitchen door was cracked open, and Christy hesitated a moment before going in. She smelled the garbage at the same instant that she saw her brother lying beside the sink.


  “Oh, Bud …” she started, but then Bud rolled over. His face was covered with blood. Christy screamed and stepped back, staring in horror as Bud groaned and his tiny hand wiped at the blood.


  Christy glanced around at a sound behind her, and shrieked when she saw the hammer and the wild eyes. She lurched to the side and the hammer grazed her temple.


  Pain throbbed through Christy’s head as she gasped, “No … Papa … help … no … Papa …”
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  Julie Barkham’s garage sale was ending that hot Saturday afternoon in August when she realized she had not seen her son, Kenny, for several minutes. Julie darted about the half-dozen people and the tagged items she was trying to sell, and there was a moment of panic before she saw Kenny jabbering at a woman whose hair was in curlers.


  “He’s very active,” the woman said as Julie approached her. “How old is he?”


  “On days like this, a little too active,” Julie said. “He just turned two.”


  “Ball!” Kenny squealed and ran toward his ball. Julie told him not to go near the street.


  “Of course, he’ll obey me without question,” she added.


  The woman laughed. “I remember when my Betty was two. She was into everything. Well, enjoy him while he’s this age. He’ll grow up too soon. Is he your only child?”


  “Yes, but we plan to have more children,” Julie said.


  “Betty’s an only child, and I’ve often regretted listening to my husband about not having more children, and now I’m too old.”


  “I won’t let that happen to me!” Julie remembered her latest argument with her husband, Max, about more children.


  “Oh, this book,” the woman said. “Are you sure you want to sell it? I’ve been looking everywhere for this history of Somerville. My great-aunt wrote the book, and I lost my copy years ago.”


  “It’s just been collecting dust in a closet. I’m glad you’ll enjoy it.”


  The woman glanced at the price tag, and gave Julie a quarter.


  “I feel it’s a steal but I’ll read it and prize it. Well, I must be going. I’ve enjoyed talking to you.”


  Julie said goodbye and turned back to the driveway where Kenny was squealing, “What’s that? What’s that?”


  “That’s a bookcase, darling,” Julie said and as Kenny hurried off to ask about something else she saw the nameplate on the oak shelf: JULIE FELSON.


  Julie traced a finger along the shelf and remembered buying the bookcase years ago for her first apartment, a long time before she knew Max Barkham existed.


  Recently, she sometimes wondered if Max Barkham remembered she existed …


  Julie walked away from the bookcase and sold a pair of Max’s binoculars, overtook Kenny as he ran toward the street, chatted longer than she wanted with Thelma Dawson, her next-door neighbor, whose husband had left her a few months earlier, and endured an exhausting round of “What’s that? What’s that?” directed at an old humidifier, a reading lamp, a Mixmaster, and finally an alarm clock that a man in an ill-fitting wig had picked up.


  “I don’t think this clock is worth fifty cents,” the man said. “I’ll give you thirty-five cents for it.”


  Julie put the man’s coins into the pocket of her jeans, and was running after Kenny again when she realized that Max’s Toyota was parked at the curb, and that Max was getting out of the car.


  Julie turned back to the driveway as Max picked up Kenny. An elderly couple was examining a box of yellowed paperback books.


  “The Mystery of the Missing Razor Blade,” the man said. “Sounds like an interesting title. Nothing more frightening than the idea of being slashed with a razor.”


  “Henry, when you read books like that even your Postum doesn’t put you to sleep,” the woman said.


  The man muttered something under his breath and dropped the book into the box.


  “Sorry I’m late getting back from the shopping center,” Max said as he came up and kissed Julie’s cheek.


  Kenny leaned forward in Max’s arms, and his lingering repetition of his father’s kiss dissipated Julie’s anger that Max had been called back to the construction site and abandoned her to run the garage sale.


  “I’ve managed,” Julie said.


  “Why don’t you go inside and relax, and let me finish up the sale?” Max said. “We can do that, can’t we, Kenny?”


  “Great,” Julie said, and walked into the house.
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  Julie stood at the back door, sipping iced tea and staring at the ravine-filled woods behind the house. She thought of the veal scallopini she had planned to cook for dinner. She prided herself on her cooking, and scallopini was one of Max’s favorites, but she was too exhausted to cook for a man who often left his food half-finished, unlike the old days …


  The old days … Julie shook her head and put the glass in the dishwasher. The old days, a few months ago, before Max left his excellent position as an architect with Wingate and Owens and won the bidding for a new shopping center.


  Julie heard the television, and went into the den to find Max and Kenny watching a baseball game.


  “They’ve all gone,” Max said. “I’ll put away the unsold stuff later.”


  Julie sat on the edge of the couch and stared, without really seeing, as a Red Sox batter swung at a Yankee pitch. She was reminded of the softball games on summer weekends when she and Max were first married. The men played ball and the women cheered. The losing team bought the beer, and afterwards they all went to Tony’s for pizza.


  Julie had not been to a softball game since Kenny was born, but Max still played ball occasionally. The thought angered Julie, despite Max’s argument that he met potential clients at the games. Max could find time to play shortstop, all right, and to attend the Rotary Club lunch each week, but he did not have time to help with Kenny or mow the lawn or weed the garden he had insisted they plant—or help with a garage sale.


  A commercial flashed on the television screen, a man with a microphone singing that the best ballplayers shaved with a new, miracle-platinumed blade. Kenny crawled forward, and Julie was about to scold him for getting too close when he ran over and picked up a candle from an end table.


  After a glance at the screen, Kenny turned to Julie and Max. He swayed back and forth, and sang loudly and unintelligibly into the candle, as though it were a microphone. He sang for a minute, then dropped the candle and clapped his hands in self-applause.


  Julie and Max laughed out loud. Kenny clapped and laughed a moment, before tucking his head to his shoulder and smiling, whether in secret satisfaction or in embarrassment Julie did not know. She was always fascinated when Kenny went into his own secret world, and she longed for the day he could talk enough so that she could share his fantasy life.


  “That was wonderful,” Max said. He applauded.


  “Yes, that was marvelous, but you’re a young man who had no nap this afternoon, so it’s off to bed for you.”


  Julie picked up Kenny and took him over to kiss Max goodnight.


  Kenny snuggled against Julie as they went upstairs. In his bedroom she stared past his head to her reflection in the mirror, which revealed faint lines beneath her hazel eyes. Julie sighed and touched the lines. She had not noticed them before.


  Max had insisted that he leave Wingate and Owens and take the chance of setting up his own architectural practice, “because I’m in my late thirties, and I must do this before I’m too old.” She had never regretted giving up her career to marry Max and have children. Despite the lines, she knew she was still attractive, but she would be thirty-seven her next birthday. She was being smothered into middle age here in their gracious Somerville home, when a garage sale became the highlight of the week.


  Max slid his hands around Julie’s waist as she poured Marsala wine over the scallopini.


  “Ummmmm,” she said, and turned from the stove for a quick kiss. “If you don’t stop this we won’t eat until midnight.”


  Max kissed her again and sat down at the table.


  Julie remembered that when things were going well with Max it was the best time in the world for her. Even overworked, under pressure, having lost weight, he still maintained his athletic build, the beautifully defined upper carriage, the pale blue eyes, and black hair which had first attracted her.


  For the first time in weeks, Max was ravenous, which pleased Julie, and she refused to become upset when he failed to compliment her on the dinner.


  Julie served coffee in the den. Max put his arm around her shoulder and they listened to a Tony Bennett record. When the phone rang neither of them moved.


  “It could be important,” Max said on the fourth ring.


  “I’ll get it,” Julie said and hurried out to the hall, her good mood broken by the fear that someone was calling Max back to work.


  It was only Estelle Miller reminding Julie of the first meeting of the Little Theatre group Monday afternoon. Julie said she would be there.


  “So you still intend to become involved with that theatre thing?” Max asked as Julie sat down. “And you think it’s all right to leave Kenny with Darcy Felson?”


  “Yes, you know I intend to work with the theatre. Please don’t criticize me again for leaving Kenny alone with Aunt Darcy! She may be a little eccentric, but she’ll do just fine.”


  Julie wanted to say more, she wanted her anger and resentment out in the open. But she said nothing at all as she sat against Max and his strong hand squeezed her shoulder.
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  Julie saw the old car pass the house as she stared from the window Sunday night, angry that Max was still at work, but she turned away too soon to see the car stop, back up, and pull into her driveway.


  Christy Felson’s father, Whit, dropped an empty beer can as he stumbled from the car. Whit was a tall, stooped man whose hesitating steps hinted at how many other beer cans he had already discarded.


  Whit lurched across the lawn and glanced around at the neighboring houses. He saw no one. What had started yesterday in his kitchen had to be continued here with his cousin, Julie.


  There was no answer to his knocking, but he thought he heard music back in the house. He hesitated, then tried the door. It was locked.


  Whit cursed and stepped over to a window. He peered in. The room was dark. As he glanced at his car and started around the side of the house his head snapped up sharply: there was a baby crying upstairs! Whit went into a rage as he tried to think of the name of Julie’s baby … Kenny? Yes, it was Kenny.


  Whit cupped his hands around his eyes and stared into a window at the side of the house. He tensed. Someone was coming down the stairs. It was Julie. She was buttoning her blouse.


  Whit wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He paused at the back door. It was open. He bit his lip, looked around before going inside.


  Music came from a radio on the table as Whit crossed the spacious kitchen, clenching his huge hands into tight fists …


  Julie saw that Kenny was sleeping again, then changed from her halter into a blouse, and fastened the blouse as she walked down the stairs. She went along the hall and into the den to look out the front window again. No, she told herself, and stopped abruptly just inside the door. When Max was called back to the construction site he had promised he would be home by eight. Now it was after nine, and he had not even called. She decided to have dinner alone.


  She stepped into the dark hall and paused. She thought she heard a sound—not Kenny crying out in his sleep, or music from the radio, but a sound of footsteps, of the floor creaking at the other end of the hall.


  She strained to hear, but all she heard was the music. She shook her head and had started down the hall again when an enormous figure lurched from the shadows.


  Julie gasped, then screamed and stumbled backward as the figure advanced toward her.


  “Julie, it’s just me, Whit … Whit Felson … Julie?” Julie sucked in her breath. Her heart pounded, and her legs were rubbery as she snapped on the light to see that the figure was indeed her cousin, Whit.


  “What do you mean?” she asked harshly. “Coming into my house and scaring me this way!”


  “Julie, I’m sorry; I really am. I knocked, but there was no answer, and then the back door was open and, well, I was pretty desperate to see you.”


  Now that Julie had collected herself, she saw that Whit looked worse than desperate. His eyes were red and swollen, he needed a shave, his clothes were crumpled. And he reeked of beer. Even though she had known Whit all her life, she felt uneasy being alone with him.


  “I’ve got to talk to you,” Whit said. “It’s urgent, Julie, and I took a chance and drove over from Ratesburg.”


  “All right, come on back to the kitchen.”


  In the kitchen, Whit sank into a chair and shoved his hair from his eyes. “Dee Dee and I have been fighting again. And when we have these bad fights Bud’s all right, being so little, but Dee Dee takes things out on Christy. Please, could Christy stay with you and Max again for a few days?”


  Julie sat down opposite Whit. “I’m sorry about you and Dee Dee. Where is Christy?”


  “She’s out in the car.”


  “Well, I suppose it will be all right. Christy was certainly no trouble last time. I’ll have to speak to Max, though, when he gets back.”


  “Sure, I understand. Thanks.”


  “Ask Christy to come on in.”


  As Whit left, Julie recalled that Aunt Darcy had once said that Whit Felson was born a loser and suffered a relapse. More than one relapse, Julie told herself. That trouble with the law when he was a teenager, the dead-end job as a salesman at the discount shoe store, his marriage to Dee Dee, the empty-headed blonde cheerleader who was fifteen years younger than Whit.


  Only last week Aunt Darcy had said that she wondered why Whit had not gone over the edge after all these years of marriage to a woman who constantly reminded him of his failure and of all the successful men who desired her each time she left the house. This Sunday evening Whit looked as though he was reaching that edge.


  Julie stood up as Whit and Christy came into the kitchen. Whit carried a canvas suitcase held together with rope, and Christy clutched a smaller plastic suitcase.


  “Good evening, Christy,” Julie said. “How are … Christy! What happened to your head?”


  There was a large, blood-stained bandage just above Christy’s ear, and her blonde hair was matted with blood. Christy looked up slowly, and Julie saw that her blue eyes were puffy from crying.


  “Good evening,” Christy said. “I … I hurt my head … I …” She glanced up at Whit. “I fell down.”


  “Does your head hurt?” Julie asked. She turned to Whit. “Is Christy all right? Did you take her to a doctor?”


  “She’s fine!” Whit said. “Don’t make too much of it! Children do this kind of thing all the time, fall down, hurt themselves. She don’t need a doctor, do you, honey?”


  “I’m fine. I don’t need a doctor.” Christy spoke so softly Julie could barely hear her.


  “Well, sit down,” Julie said. “Are you hungry? I was about to prepare dinner.”


  “We ate at the motel,” Christy said.


  Julie saw Whit glare down at his daughter, his lips quivering as though he could not find the words he wanted to speak. If they had stayed at a motel, this fight with Dee Dee was far more serious than usual.


  “Well, then,” Julie said and put iced tea on the table. “Help yourself to some tea, if you like.”


  Neither Whit nor Christy touched the tea. Christy stared down at her little suitcase, and Whit looked out back toward the ravine-filled woods. Julie was relieved when she heard the front door slam. She excused herself and hurried up to meet Max, then remembered she was angry at him, and realized she might have been too hasty in telling Whit that Christy could stay.


  “I don’t mind Christy’s staying with us again,” Max said. “Considering her parents, she’s an exceptional child. Now, if either Whit or Dee Dee wanted to stay, I’d probably change the locks to make sure they couldn’t get in.”


  Julie kissed his cheek. She no longer felt angry. “Thanks for saying yes. And if it were Dee Dee or Whit, I’d help you change the locks.”


  Max shook hands with Whit and asked about Christy’s head. She still sat at the table, her arms folded in her lap, but her suitcase was on the floor.


  Julie put dinner on the table, and Whit and Christy once again declined to eat. Kenny began to cry, and Max went up and brought him to the kitchen, where he wiped his eyes and stared at the guests as he played on the floor.


  As Julie cleared the table, she asked Whit, “Aren’t Bud and Kenny within a month or two of the same age? Is Bud as active as Kenny?”


  Whit continued to stare out toward the ravines, as though he had not heard. He turned abruptly. “What? What about Bud?” He stared at Julie. “No, no, Bud’s small for his age. He … he started walking late.”


  Julie was startled by the wild look on Whit’s face. He sounded hoarse. He sat there, his tall body hunched over the table, and Julie feared he might start crying.


  Except for Kenny’s jabbering “What’s that?” at various objects, no one spoke until Max asked Whit if he still followed the Red Sox.
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  Sunlight poured through the kitchen windows Monday morning, as Julie tried to feed Kenny his cereal. Julie had slept late, and Max would be down any minute. But, unlike other mornings that almost ended in chaos, Julie had Christy’s help today. Christy had already set the table, and now she was preparing frozen orange juice.


  Kenny shoved a spoonful of cereal from his mouth. “Enough of this now,” Julie said. “You’ve hardly touched your cereal, and I have to cook your father’s breakfast.”


  Christy was pouring orange juice, and she paused to look at Kenny. “Yes, eat your breakfast. You must always do what your Mama says.”


  Julie was amused at Christy, and she remembered how, when she was young, she also liked to play surrogate mother. “If you want to cook breakfast, let me feed him,” Christy added.


  “Thank you,” Julie said. “I just hope you have better luck than I had.”


  As Julie scrambled eggs and made toast, she saw that Christy, indeed, had better luck. Christy made the feeding a game, reciting nursery rhymes, and Kenny leaned forward and ate enthusiastically each time the spoon reached his mouth.


  Max came into the kitchen as Julie was serving the eggs. Kenny looked up and squealed at his father. Max went over and kissed Kenny, then Julie.


  “And good morning, Christy,” Max said as he sat down. “Did you sleep well?”


  “Yes, I slept real good,” Christy said. She seemed to hesitate a moment, then she reached over and hugged Max. Julie was touched at the gesture. Christy had also hugged her. The poor child must be starved for affection, Julie told herself as she sat down.


  “How’s your head this morning?” Max asked.


  “Oh, it doesn’t hurt at all,” Christy said.


  Kenny became restless as the others ate, and Julie put him on the floor. He darted about, playing with his toys and looking over occasionally to shout, “‘Risty!” When breakfast was finished, Christy said she would put the dishes in the washer. Kenny ran over to help Christy as Julie and Max left the kitchen.


  “So you’re going to the Little Theatre meeting this afternoon?” Max asked.


  “Yes, you know I am. Aunt Darcy is coming over. Please don’t start with your criticism again.”


  “I won’t, Julie,” he said. “It’s just that … well, I’m glad that Christy is here to help look after Kenny while you’re away.”


  “He’s obviously fond of Christy. Have a good day.”


  “You, too,” Max said, and kissed Julie on the cheek.


  As Julie watched Max drive away, she felt the resentment that was becoming an everyday part of her life.
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  Sweat dripped from Whit’s forehead as he squatted on a stool in the Lo-Kost Discount Shoe Shoppe and tried to fit a pair of loafers on a squirming six-year-old girl.


  “Mama, he’s hurting my foot!” the child cried.


  “Be careful with my baby, Mister,” the girl’s mother said.


  “Make her hold still so I can get the shoes on,” Whit said.


  This was the third time this morning that a whining child had angered Whit. His head felt ready to burst. I could kill this child, he told himself. I could strangle her on the spot….


  “I already told her,” the woman said. “Doreen, honey, keep still. Mister, don’t the store have air-conditioning?”


  “It’s broken,” Whit said. “There!” He had finally managed to get the shoes over Doreen’s mismatched socks. “Walk on them, and see how they feel.”


  Doreen walked across the faded brown carpet. “They hurt too much!” she said as she sat down.


  “Any new shoe hurts at first,” Whit said. He looked up at the clock. It was ten minutes until his coffee break, and he did not know if he could last that long.


  Whit replaced the loafers with Doreen’s sneakers while her mother complained that the price was too high for discount shoes. Blood throbbed at Whit’s temples, and he stared at the little girl.


  “What’s wrong with you, Mister?” the woman asked. “Why are you looking at Doreen like that?”


  “Are you having trouble over there, Felson? What’s wrong with that child?” Henry Williams called as he hurried across the store. Williams was the manager sent out from Lo-Kost’s Springfield headquarters six weeks earlier.


  “There’s nothing wrong with my child! It’s this salesman of yours. Come on, Doreen, well go to that place in the Cloverwood Shopping Center.”


  Whit stood up and towered over Williams. This was the third time in three years that Whit had been passed over for manager, though he had worked for Lo-Kost for ten years, and he despised the pompous, fat young man who was frowning and shaking his head.


  “Felson, you haven’t sold one pair of shoes all morning,” Williams said. “And no wonder. You need a shave and your clothes are a mess. Frankly, you don’t measure up to Lo-Kost dress standards. Take your coffee break now, and do something about your appearance.”


  Whit dug his nails into his hands as he stalked from the store.


  Whit had been sitting in the car at the back of his house for five minutes. Finally, he opened the door and climbed out, and nearly fell down: his foot was asleep. He cursed and unlocked the kitchen door.


  A warm stench sickened him. He hurried past roaches crawling over the unwashed dishes in the sink, and took a beer from the refrigerator. He drank half the beer in one swallow before opening the windows, then gulped the rest of the beer and threw the can at the garbage.


  Whit opened another can and swatted at a fly that buzzed his face. He drank more beer and, finally, he looked around at the door to the cellar. Tonight, for sure, he had to go down into the cellar and do what had to be done. If he continued to hesitate, as he always did in crucial situations, he would be lost.


  Whit sipped beer, and fought the urge to run out of the house. He stared at the dishes in the sink and remembered his week-long argument with Dee Dee. He had thought he would get a bonus this summer, so he had promised Dee Dee a dishwasher. But Williams denied him the bonus and Dee Dee refused to wash any dishes, or to let Christy wash them. Whit thought of his last bitter scene with Dee Dee Saturday morning, when Bud had started squealing.


  The beer can was empty, Whit realized as he tried to take a swallow. He threw the can onto the garbage and hurried to the bathroom. He cut himself twice while shaving, then put on the only clean shirt he could find, though the collar was frayed.


  As Whit hurried out of the bedroom, he tripped on something and stumbled against the wall. He cursed and looked down. It was a wooden truck he had made for Bud in his cellar workshop. Whit picked up the truck, caressed the wood. Bud had loved that truck, and would pull it around the house on a string for hours at a time.


  But Bud didn’t walk very well. Nothing like Kenny. And Bud didn’t know nearly as many words as Kenny.


  “It’s not fair,” Whit mumbled.


  All his life it had been the same. Nothing ever worked out for him! Except for Dee Dee, and he had loved her so much, but that was finished now. And Christy …


  Whit’s feelings about Christy were so strong, so contradictory, that it was almost impossible to think about her. The beer was churning in his stomach, and he remembered that he had not eaten breakfast. He did have Christy, but he did not, really, because of what he might have to do to her …


  Yes, just as he would have to go down into the cellar and do what had to be done, he would have to take care of Christy! Then he thought of Kenny. At the same instant Whit realized he still held the truck. He began to tremble, then smashed the wooden truck into the wall and ran from the house.


  6


  Julie and Christy were weeding the vegetable garden and trying to keep Kenny from doing more damage than the weeds, when they heard a dog bark and someone shout Christy’s name.


  “Christy, what happened to your head? Wow, that must really hurt!” Skip, Thelma Dawson’s twelve-year-old son, reached the fence. His dachshund, Pepper, was at his side.


  “I just … just bumped my head playing,” Christy said. “It doesn’t hurt now.”


  “When did you get here? How long you going to stay this time?”


  “I don’t know exactly how long I’ll be here.”


  “I think we’ve done enough gardening for one morning,” Julie said. She and Christy stood up. Despite their effort, the garden was still a mess. Max had been the one to insist on planting the vegetables, but now he ignored his share of the gardening, and he had not mowed the grass since June.


  “I was going swimming,” Skip said. “We got a new pool. You want to come over? Can she go swimming, Mrs. Barkham?”


  “Of course,” Julie said. “Do you want to go swimming, Christy?”


  “I guess so, if you don’t want me to help you any more.”


  “You’ve been quite a help already. All I’m going to do is run errands. Come on, Kenny … Oh, Kenny, no!”


  Kenny had opened the back gate and was running across the alley toward the ravines. The nearest ravine, fifty feet from the alley, had given Julie nightmares. She sprinted after Kenny, surprised, as always, at how fast he could run for a two-year-old. The ravine loomed there just ahead, a hundred feet of jagged slate cliffs bright in the August sun.


  “Kenny!” Julie cried as she caught him and snatched him up so sharply that he gasped. “Don’t you ever scare me like this again! Don’t you ever … Oh, Kenny! I’m sorry … I know you don’t understand.”


  Christy ran up, and Julie snapped, “Did you leave the gate open?”


  “No, Julie, I … I only went into the yard when you did. Don’t you remember?”


  Julie sucked in her breath. Back in the alley by the gate she saw the empty garbage cans, and remembered that this was the morning the garbage was collected.


  “I know it’s not your fault,” Julie said. “But you must always make certain the gate is locked. Always!”


  “Julie, I’ll make sure the gate is locked tight. I’ll always do what you tell me to.”


  “I know you will,” Julie said.


  Skip had run up to join them. Julie’s legs were weak as they returned to the yard.


  “Go on and enjoy your swim,” Julie said. She took Kenny—who was calling. “‘Risty! ‘Risty!”—into the house. She paused in the kitchen, still weak from the ordeal, but she reminded herself of all she still had to do this morning. She tucked her shopping list into a pocket and took Kenny out to the garage. She
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