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			The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it.

			—Flannery O’Connor
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			The peacocks tilted their heads back and bellowed and hollered their desires into the night. They snapped their shimmering tails open and shut like fans. Behind each male’s pointy head, a green-bronze arch unfurled, covered with a halo of gazing suns. The females brayed and shook their less-attractive tails in return.

			The birds didn’t care that it was the middle of the night, and they didn’t care who they were disturbing. They didn’t care that there was a wedding tomorrow, or that the groom, who had just arrived from New York City, was lying beneath a lace canopy at his in-laws’ house, paralyzed with fear. They didn’t care that his fiancée startled awake in the next room and toppled out of her high bed, and they certainly didn’t care that her face hit a stool on the way down. They didn’t care that the rest of the small Georgia town was also awake, twitching in their beds like beached fish.

			The peacocks were not out to make friends. They were out to do what they liked, when they liked. They chose this particular time on this particular night for the same reason they chose to eat the flowers in the side garden the moment they bloomed. They preferred roses and hyacinths, but deigned to eat tulips as well. They had claimed every inch of the farm, which meant the wide expanse of lawn in front of the farmhouse shimmered under a layer of white refuse.

			The peacocks chased the peahens across the crunchy grass, short legs thrusting, three-pronged feet grabbing at the dirt. The females stole glances over their shoulders. Fans were unfolded and then gathered back close. White, yellow, and green eyes stared out from the feathers, ogling the darkness.

			The males covered the ground with improbable speed. They trampled grass and hay and hopped onto the white fence that lined the property. The wooden beams objected, leaning beneath the sudden weight. The birds puffed out their chests. They opened their beaks and screamed. They sustained the noise until a lone flower fell from the magnolia tree. The petals drifted, reluctant and aromatic, to the ground.

			

			•   •   •

			In the center of town, Melvin and Cookie huddled together on the floor of her room. They spoke in rushed whispers designed to fit between the bouts of noise.

			“I hit my eye,” she said. “I hit it hard.”

			Cookie’s window was open. Enough moonlight coated the scene for Melvin to see that her right eye had already puffed up; it looked like a knuckled fist ready to throw a punch. A dark pink stain spread across the skin.

			“How bad is it?” she asked.

			“It’s fine. It’s nothing.”

			“I can feel it throbbing. Oh my God, I’ll look terrible tomorrow.”

			“You’ll look beautiful. You always do,” Melvin said. He meant this. He had met her on a park bench in the city several months earlier, and since that moment had never seen her look anything less than perfect. He almost didn’t believe that the bruise existed, even as he watched it grow and deepen.

			Cookie didn’t hear him. Something occurred to her, and she gazed at him with fresh panic. “Is it after midnight?”

			Melvin looked down at his bare wrist. His watch was back in the guest room, lying on the night table. “I think so. It must be.”

			“You’re not supposed to see me until the altar. This is bad luck!”

			He wanted to reply, but the noise was unrelenting. It plowed through the walls. It crowded the room.

			Cookie sobbed and cupped a hand over her eye. She reached out for Melvin with the other. She was glad she wasn’t alone in this dark room, which had become, after an absence of almost three years, strangely unfamiliar. She hoped that returning home had been the right decision. She hoped that asking Melvin to move here had been the right decision. Cookie had never fallen out of bed in her life. Her eye pulsed against her palm. She thought about her wedding dress and she thought about tomorrow, which was also, apparently, today.

			The warm air was thick with the smell of magnolia blossoms. Cookie shuddered. A single scream, louder than the others, shot like a firecracker into the sky.

			Her body unlatched, like a young girl’s diary sprung open by a pin. She leaned closer to Melvin and laid her head against his chest.

			He could feel her heart racing beneath her thin nightgown. He couldn’t hear anything above the screams. Melvin tried, in vain, to organize his thoughts. Cookie had said that peacocks were making this noise. He believed her, but at the same time he couldn’t. This noise—this incredible din—could surely not be made by beaked, feathered birds. The entire town must be awake around them; only the deaf or the extremely drunk could sleep through this cacophony, and if that was the case, how could it be allowed to carry on? Someone needs to shut this down, he thought. Where are the police? The peacock wranglers? Who’s in charge here?

			Cookie’s breath hit Melvin’s bare chest in quick, warm puffs. She tilted her head back. She looked like she had something to say.

			The cries perforated the air. The ruthless sound fragmented the darkness and splintered Cookie and Melvin’s thoughts. They lost coherence, and articulacy. They wished they could escape. They wished they knew what to do. They not only wanted the screams to stop, they wanted to make them stop. A force was pushing against them, and their instinct was to push back.

			Melvin looked at Cookie and her radiating eye.

			“Please,” she said.

			He knitted his fingers through her hair and kissed her so hard they both slid a few inches across the floor.

			When he pulled away, she tugged him closer.

			“You should go back to your room,” she said.

			Another lock was picked, this time within Melvin, and he pushed her white nightgown up her thighs. His breath was thick in his throat. He inhaled flowers and Cookie’s skin and the dirt from a farm he had never laid eyes on. The birds seemed to be screaming at him now. They were taunting him, goading him, trying to pick a fight. Come on, they yelled. Do it! What are you made of?

			Melvin’s hands swept up and down Cookie’s back. He wanted to leave himself and crawl into her. He wanted to block the screams out. He wanted to hurt Cookie with kisses. He felt dizzy, and somehow, somewhere, wounded. He pulled on Cookie, and she pulled back. They scrambled against each other. It seemed conceivable to both of them, in the darkness, that this noise, and this night, might never end.

			“My parents,” she whispered.

			“They won’t hear. No one can hear anything.”

			Cookie’s fingertip traced a figure eight against his shoulder. “It is technically our wedding day,” she said, as much to herself as anyone.

			The skin around her right eye tinted purple, on its way to every color in the rainbow. Melvin tugged her nightgown over her head. She didn’t know where to put her hands. The man and the woman, intertwined, shimmied to their feet and fell onto the bed.

			“Why won’t they just be quiet?” Cookie said, and was surprised by how loud and unattractive her voice sounded.

			This had not been her plan, and she was a young woman who lived by plans. If she did this—no, as she did this, because it was happening, his lips were pressing her bruise and she was crying out in a confused medley of pain and pleasure—who would that make her be?

			Any evidence of her distress was lost on Melvin. He felt dwarfed, in yet another canopied bed, by the size of his own expectations. There was a grit of shame caught beneath his fingernails as he gripped Cookie’s soft, white thigh. He knew he would not sleep again that night; he wouldn’t even try. Melvin batted his fiancée around the bed as if she were a firefly he was trying to catch in a bottle, while the birds roared in the distance.

		

	
		
			
			The wedding guests, strung like beads across the church pews, pinned their gazes on Melvin. He reeled slightly on the altar, his own vision bleary with exhaustion. Cookie had prepared him for the attention. This town is small, she had said. Our wedding is the most exciting thing to happen here in years.

			Melvin listened carefully whenever Cookie spoke about Milledgeville. He was curious about her commitment to this place. From the moment they’d met, she had the look of a woman on her way out of town. Every dinner and every date in the city had a ring of finality. It was clear that Cookie was going to leave New York, and it became clear that she hoped Melvin would come with her. She had been relieved, and moved, when he said he would. But when he asked why she wanted to return home so badly, she had steered the conversation to wedding planning.

			Melvin understood feeling an allegiance to a particular place; he had rarely left home until now. But he was from New York City. Loyalty to that metropolis made inherent sense to him. People moved to the city from all over the world. No matter what a person was looking for—art, business, culture—New York undoubtedly had the best to offer. It had seemed perfectly natural for Melvin to attend college there, and then to return to his parents’ large town house. He had worked at his father’s bank during school vacations, and after graduation he accepted a full-time position. It was an international bank, founded by his father thirty years earlier. As with the city, it seemed ridiculous to go anywhere else.

			Milledgeville, however, was a quiet, decorous place. It had no dominant industry, and hosted a miniature economy. It didn’t have a cinema or theater, and the local library was modest in size. It was difficult for Melvin to see how this place stood apart from anywhere else, and therefore his fiancée’s hunger to return intrigued him. He knew it would take time to discover the reason, but he didn’t mind the wait. He had nothing but time, and nothing was more important than Cookie.

			He knew that she wasn’t one to explain things. In fact, Cookie was a camera flash, a series of bright lights: bright love when she looked into Melvin’s eyes, jealousy when she saw another woman look at him, concentration during her morning crossword puzzle, pleasure while in his arms. She flashed on and off, always alive, always conquering the moment. In the Himmel living room the previous evening, Melvin had watched Cookie’s eyes shine as if with fever while she flew around the small space, talking to, and charming, everyone in sight.

			

			•   •   •

			The music flared, and the rhythm shifted. People straightened in the pews, and handkerchiefs came out in preparation. The bride appeared at the top of the aisle on her father’s arm, dressed in a cloud of white. The crowd gave a stricken gasp, which exhaled into a sea of murmurs.

			Cookie was wearing a beautiful dress, her blond hair curled perfectly over her shoulders, and her bouquet of lilies was exquisite. But all anyone could see, and all anyone would remember, was her eye. It was awash with color, despite the formidable coating of concealer her aunts and mother had applied. There was an inch of blue below her eyebrow, then a streak of bright rose. Her thick eyelid was yellowy green, and a swathe of deep purple sat on her cheekbone. The swollen area beat occasionally, like a heart. Several men swiveled their heads to look at Melvin and then back at her, tracing possible explanations in the air.

			Melvin took Cookie’s hand when she reached him. Her fingers skittered across his palm. “They think you did this,” she whispered.

			“It’s okay.”

			“Those awful birds.”

			They shared a look, and Melvin knew Cookie was thinking about the night before. She was thinking about how everything had turned on its head. They had consummated their love on the wrong side of this event. This was not how she had planned to feel, and certainly not how she’d planned to look, on her wedding day.

			The minister’s words sounded so familiar—to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, in poverty as in wealth—that Melvin couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a rehearsal. Focus, he told himself. This is the real thing and it’s going by.

			Cookie’s closed eye pulsed gently, and she became his wife.

			

			•   •   •

			The moment Melvin exited the church, his mother-in-law, Daisy, commenced an endless stream of introductions. He turned his head obediently, looking from one face to the other. He wondered if everyone was as tired as he was. Cookie had sent him back to his room at dawn, where he had sat in a semi-stupor on the side of the bed until it was time to get dressed. There had been no rest, no chance to seal off yesterday and prepare himself for today. The door between the two days yawned open, combining Melvin’s delayed flight from New York with the tight grip of strangers’ handshakes with his wedding vows. In between, incredibly, peacocks had screamed.

			Cookie reached for her mother’s hand. “Mama,” she said, “you promised she wouldn’t be here.”

			“Who?” Melvin asked.

			“I saw her staring at my eye in church.”

			“Now, sweetheart,” Daisy said. She put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders and led her away, talking softly.

			Melvin looked after them, but only for a second, because the departure of Daisy ignited the wedding guests. Women descended in a herd, midway through greetings by the time they reached him. He leaned sleepily into the warmth of middle-aged perfume. The men seemed more aggressive and less coordinated than their wives. They hovered behind the women, then lurched forward. They slapped Melvin hard on the back. He quickly finished his drink and gestured for another.

			“I was so sorry to hear about your parents,” one woman said, with a smile. She was impressively large, easily the width of two people. She wore a blue, capacious dress. “Must be difficult to celebrate such an important moment with a bunch of strangers.”

			Melvin returned her smile. He had the odd sense that this woman, who was somehow familiar, knew all about him.

			“I always say, though, that a roomful of strangers is a roomful of friends I haven’t made yet. Isn’t that a nice way of looking at it?”

			“It is,” he said, and it was.

			“I’m Mary Treadle,” she said, offering her hand. “But everyone around here calls me Miss Mary.”

			Melvin wrapped his hand around hers. He felt jet-lagged, even though New York and Georgia were in the same time zone. He glanced around the lawn. The men here wore suits that belonged to a different decade. His own lapel was thinner, and his pant leg shorter. They had put on generous amounts of aftershave to mark the occasion, and Melvin wore none. They looked at him through narrowed eyes. He hadn’t set out to make a new friend in a long time. It seemed a dubious prospect.

			When Miss Mary turned away, Melvin headed in the opposite direction. He walked with a sense of purpose, to keep people from following. He rounded the back of the church and came to a stop. He stood in the cool shade of the building, and breathed in the blurred quiet. He noticed that the sun was beginning to drop over the graveyard across the street, highlighting and then shading the names of the deceased.

			The sun poured yellow syrup over the grass and stone slabs. In New York, the light was thinner, more brothlike. Melvin sighed and rubbed a hand over his eyes. He let himself consider his mother, and how happy she would have been to attend this occasion. He shook the thought away; it was a remnant from a different life. He was a married man now. He and Cookie would eat dinner together every night. They would raise children. They would take each day as it came. Melvin would find a job that was not a birthright, but simply a job, and he would live a quiet, normal existence.

			A new smell laced the air. Earthy and dense, the scent reminded him of his college days. It took a moment for him to place it. Melvin glanced around, but didn’t see anyone. He took a few steps forward, then looked again. A pale woman with dark hair was sitting on the back steps of the church. He had seen her by the buffet table earlier, accompanied by a stocky policeman. She held a joint to her lips. She inhaled, then released a gray fog. She didn’t appear surprised to see the groom standing on his own.

			She nodded.

			Melvin nodded in return.

			He opened his mouth to say hello, then stopped himself. His usual manners weren’t necessary. This stranger had no desire to be bothered, and she had no desire to bother him. The moment stretched, and Melvin turned away, toward the sun-dappled graveyard.

			He closed his eyes, hoping for rest. But his mind was in motion, picking up threads of past conversations, memories, and intentions and then weaving them into a complex tapestry that hurt his head. He had been convincing Cookie for weeks that he was happy to move here, and he had been telling the truth. But the noise and the unexpectedness of the night before had shaken him. Could a person just pick up and create a new life? Was that a reasonable expectation?

			The green grass, left untrimmed at the back of the building, swallowed Melvin’s shoes. You have responsibilities, he reminded himself, and walked back toward the party. He sought out Cookie, who was surrounded by a group of well-wishers. She looked proud and happy. “You’re my wife,” he said, into her ear.

			“You’re my husband,” she whispered back.

			Guests separated them, gushing about the food and the ceremony.

			Melvin thought about how it might be later that night, when he and Cookie were alone in a hotel room, and found that he couldn’t imagine touching her without the accompaniment of the peacocks’ screams. He and his wife hadn’t mentioned what they’d done since he’d crept back to his room at daybreak, and he wondered if they ever would, or if it was the kind of moment that would be silently filed away in a drawer with other disconcerting odds and ends.

			Miss Mary said, “Does your eye hurt, darling?”

			Melvin watched the large woman consume his bride with a bear hug.

			“No,” Cookie said, extracting herself. “It’s fine. I fell out of bed last night, it was so silly of me.”

			Miss Mary made a clucking noise with her tongue. “Of course you did, those damn birds threw us all out of whack. Mr. Treadle and I barely slept a wink. Don’t worry, I told everyone that your gorgeous new husband had nothing to do with it.”

			Melvin’s chest tightened. He hoped they might mention the birds again. He wanted to hear how the noise had thrown Miss Mary out of whack.

			He was distracted, though, by a sudden change in the crowd. The group’s ebb and flow gathered strength. Men and women near him were bunched up, like water congested near the mouth of a hose. They looked like they were about to explode in different directions.

			“Here she comes,” he thought he heard Cookie say, under her breath.

			There was a final surge of neat haircuts and pastel hats, and the crowd peeled apart like banana skin. Two women walked through the cleared space. The older one, silver-haired with her hat at a jaunty angle, came first. A younger woman on crutches followed.

			Loud whispers erupted, a river of words Melvin couldn’t separate.

			“Child,” the older woman said, “you threw a lovely wedding. We’ve had a grand time.”

			Cookie offered a tight smile. “I’m so glad you could come, Regina. Have you had a chance to meet my husband?”

			They stood in the middle of the lawn: Melvin, Cookie, and what appeared, on closer inspection, to be a mother and daughter. A circle of space surrounded them. On the fringes, people were clearly staring. Their attention seemed to be split between Melvin and the woman on crutches.

			“I certainly have.” Regina appeared about to continue, but her daughter interrupted her.

			“I haven’t. Perhaps you can do me the honor?”

			Cookie gave a short nod. “Melvin,” she said, “this is Flannery O’Connor. She would no doubt like me to introduce her as our town’s most famous citizen.”

			Flannery was already smiling; her smile grew wider. She seemed pleased by this comment. “Cookie means infamous, I think.”

			Melvin looked from one woman to the other. Having given up his own history, it was jarring to trip over someone else’s. Was this woman actually famous? “Pleased to meet you.”

			Flannery had curly hair and wore cat’s-eye glasses. It occurred to Melvin that she looked more comfortable on crutches than most people did on two legs. She turned her attention back to Cookie. “You were a stunning bride, as expected. Congratulations.”

			Cookie’s hand floated upward to cover her swollen eye, then stopped. The hand returned to her side.

			“Melvin, you’ve got yourself one of our best specimens,” Flannery said. “I’d tell you to take good care of her, but I’m well aware that Cookie can take care of herself.”

			“You’re absolutely right,” he said. “In fact, I’m counting on her to take care of me.”

			This made everyone laugh, except his wife. She gave a small tug on his arm. “If you don’t mind, Regina, we have to make the rounds. You understand how it is.”

			“Of course.”

			“Just one thing, before you go,” Flannery said. “I’ve been thinking about the perfect gift for you.”

			There was a pause while everyone worked on their smiles.

			“I’d like to give you one of my peacocks.”

			Melvin stared. Her peacocks?

			“It didn’t seem right,” she said, “to bring him to the ceremony, but if you come by the farm after your honeymoon, you can take him home with you. I think you’ll enjoy him. The General’s a real beauty.”

			Cookie’s fingernails pressed through Melvin’s jacket, shirt, and into the skin on his arm. She said, “We don’t even have a home yet. I can’t exactly move a peacock into my parents’ house.”

			“Oh, pish,” Regina said. “Your mother told me you were on the verge of making an offer on the old Johnson house. That’s got some lovely grounds. Perfect for a few animals.”

			Melvin pictured Flannery handing him a leash attached to a huge, menacing bird. He tried to imagine what would happen next.

			“Give me a call when you’re ready to collect your present,” Flannery said. “Or just turn up at the farm if you like. We’re always there.”

			“This is absurd,” Cookie said.

			Flannery grinned, a show of tall, straight teeth.

			“Congratulations again,” Regina called, as her daughter led her away.

			Melvin watched them go. He felt his wife trembling at his side. He felt his father-in-law’s pointed stare, and the pressure of so many perfumed hugs and concrete handshakes. He was sweating now beneath his suit. He was aware of a substantial gap in his understanding, of the woman beside him, and of this place. Why would anyone have a pet that made that kind of noise? And not even one such pet, but an entire flock of them. Enough to wake an entire town.

		

	
		
			
			Lona Waters sat on her back step and smoked. Evening was threatening to fall, grainy with heat. Beads of sweat, too lazy to drop, clung to the nape of her neck. She inhaled, and remembered her husband approaching her in this same spot the night before Cookie Himmel’s wedding. He had lifted her hair and licked the sweat away. Lona shuddered. What a strange night that had been. What strange behavior from Bill. They’d had sex, rough and cursory, for the first time in months.

			Lona had found a bruise on her thigh the following morning, the shape of her husband’s palm. She had traced over the mark for days, her fingers returning to the dark splotch on her skin, testing the soreness. As the bruise began to fade, she had pressed harder, trying to reach the diminishing place, deep down, where the bruise lived. She wanted the pain to still exist, to be accessible. She had used her thumb, then her fist, and then a small rock from the garden, forcing it against her thigh. It was her daughter’s voice from the upstairs window that finally stopped her. “Mama, what are you doing?” Lona’s hands had gone slack. She was left holding a stone, her skirt hiked up to show a bare leg.

			Lona was alone in the house now. This was her favorite time of the day, before she went to pick up her daughter, after she had left her sewing inside. If her husband called on the phone, Lona would claim to be hard at work on a pair of curtains in the back room. She would deliberately sound harried, and he would apologize for interrupting. She would accept his apology, and not feel a speck of guilt. This final hour of the afternoon was all her own. It was the only thing in her day, in her life, that belonged only to her. The rest of the time, she was either working so they would have enough money to pay the bills that her husband’s policeman salary couldn’t cover, or she was trying to be a satisfactory wife and mother.

			She luxuriated in every second of each minute of this one holy hour. Lona allowed her thoughts to taper off. She inhaled and exhaled. She let herself blend in with the porch wood, the jasmine bush near her knee, and the steamy air. She had an aptitude for this, blurring her edges until she merged with her surroundings. She pictured herself as one of the wisps of smoke leaving her mouth. She was able to disappear this way while alone, or in a crowd of people. She’d been doing it since she was a small girl. Flitting in and out of her home, in and out of school, in and out of consciousness.

			Very few people in town could recall Lona Waters’s story. There was nothing in her past worth repeating and carrying forward. She was the youngest of six children in a poor family. Her mother was a seamstress who supported the family with her small income. Her father was a gentle, ineffectual drunk. By the time Lona was sixteen, her family had begun to disappear. Her mother died of exhaustion in her sleep one night. One of her older brothers drowned while swimming in a nearby lake. Her remaining brothers and sisters began to leave Milledgeville, usually under the dark of night, usually without any warning. They didn’t say goodbye, or write when they reached their destination. Lona and her father lived alone in a crumpled house by the railroad track for two months, before he suffered a massive coronary in his favorite seat at his regular bar.

			A few months later, Lona met Bill Waters at the local pool. He had just arrived in town, fresh out of the Decatur police academy. She married him quickly. When they settled into a nice neighborhood, and Lona picked up some of her mother’s former clients to create a sewing business, she felt like they were both new to the area. It was more than a fresh start; her new life was all there was. Her old life washed away, like footprints after a night of hard rain.

			

			•   •   •

			A church bell tolled, and Lona stood up. There was no need to wear a watch in this town. There was always a church within three blocks, letting you know the time. It was five o’clock, which meant she had to pick up Gigi. She ground the joint into the hanging plant by the door—a school friend who had moved to Atlanta sent an envelope filled with them every month, in return for free sewing—and went inside to collect her purse.

			Miss Mary had been watching Gigi after school since kindergarten. When Lona tried to remember how the arrangement had started, she couldn’t recall the specifics. She had told Bill that she couldn’t get her sewing work done with a small child hanging off her skirt, and then, somehow, Miss Mary had offered to babysit. This casual offer, as much as anything, enabled the Waters family to function from one day to the next. Miss Mary claimed that since she already had one child, watching two was no problem. In any case—her argument ran—she had always wanted a daughter, so they were in fact doing her a favor by letting her borrow Gigi every afternoon. Nobody wanted the arrangement to end, even though, at fifteen, the girl was now certainly old enough to look after herself. Gigi and Miss Mary enjoyed their time together. Bill considered a teenager on his or her own to be at risk to limitless juvenile misbehaviors, so he was happy for his daughter to travel out to the Treadle farm. Lona couldn’t believe her good luck. She was able to keep her afternoons and her magic hour for herself.

			The car needed new shocks, and bounced down the road. The Treadles lived on a farm a few miles north of town. Their nearest neighbor was the O’Connors, and as Lona passed Andalusia’s secluded driveway, she heard the cackle of peacocks over her car radio. At this point in the drive, Lona always became more aware of her surroundings, and of herself. When she knocked on the Treadles’ door, she needed to successfully present herself as a mother. Miss Mary would invite her in, try to force some kind of baked confection into her hand, and proceed to make small talk.

			Lona could do this; she did this every day. She just needed to call herself to order first. She twisted the rearview mirror and looked at her reflection. She thought of Gigi and sighed. The child was growing so fast; the tenth-grader’s limbs looked longer and more awkward daily. Gigi’s eyes had changed too. They seemed to belong to a young woman Lona hadn’t been properly introduced to. Gigi also carried a new, invisible weight; Lona could hear it in her clumping gait. She’d given her daughter the nickname Old Lady. You need to lighten up, Old Lady, Lona would say. Just relax. Gigi would shrug while her mother spoke, but there was alarm in her eyes, as if she suspected these words were true.

			Lona pulled up in front of the red farmhouse. She removed the key from the ignition and climbed out of the car. Yellow light flooded from the first-story windows. Pots of geraniums flanked the front door. The sight of the farmhouse always made Lona feel slightly depressed. The lightbulbs in her own home shone a cool light, and there was dust on most surfaces. Her house smelled of something she couldn’t identify: a cold, faintly greasy aroma, whereas Miss Mary’s invariably smelled of sugar and butter. Lona scrambled all day, trying to achieve something close to the calm happiness of the Treadle house. She knew she was missing some mystery ingredient. She had bought a pot of flowers for her kitchen table, but despite religious watering, the blooms died. Once a month she tried to bake a cake, or a batch of cookies, but the finished product always ended up slightly burnt.

			The front door opened before Lona could raise her hand to knock. Miss Mary peered out at her.

			“Hello?” Lona said. Miss Mary had never met her at the door before. Usually Lona had to knock for several minutes before anyone heard her over the radio in the kitchen.

			“I need to talk to you,” the large woman whispered. “Privately.”

			“Of course. What’s happened? Is it Gigi?”

			“Oh, no.” Miss Mary smiled, and laid her hand on Lona’s arm. “She’s wonderful. What a sweetheart. Let’s sit in your car. No one can hear us there.”

			Lona led the way back to her beat-up sedan. She got in on the driver’s side, and Miss Mary wedged herself into the passenger’s seat. They both shut their doors. Lona waited. She felt nervous outside the realm of their shared routine. She listened to a peacock cackle behind the wall of trees in front of her. Night was falling, and with it a blanket of firm heat. School wouldn’t end for a few weeks, but summer was already here.

			“Heavens,” Miss Mary said, and wiped her forehead with her hand. “I should have settled up north. Who can live in this kind of weather?”

			Lona gave a small nod, although the heat didn’t bother her. She did feel stifled though, inside the car. Miss Mary’s girth took up more than just her seat. Her hip extended within an inch of Lona’s. Miss Mary was fond of giving hugs and random pats, but here in the enclosed space, it seemed like she was touching Lona even when she wasn’t.

			Miss Mary wiped her cheeks now, as though pushing away tears. “It’s Joe,” she said.

			Miss Mary’s son was finishing his junior year at the local high school. He was one of those boys who didn’t excel in school, but never seemed to get in any trouble. Lona rarely saw him, since he was always helping his father on the farm.

			“He’s such a sweet boy,” Miss Mary said. “You know that. Everyone says so. We used to be very close. It wasn’t that he told me everything—I don’t think any child should tell their parents everything—but he was comfortable with me. He would do his homework in the kitchen while I cooked. He’d tease Gigi about something. He was a happy kid.”

			Lona considered this. She had never thought to wonder if her own daughter was a happy kid. Lona had never been one herself. She had, she realized, just assumed that no kids were truly happy. They were silly and energetic, but surely not capable of actual joy.

			“Did something happen?” she asked.

			“Yes, but I don’t know what. He’s changed. He’s dropped out of all his school activities, but he won’t say why. He won’t talk to me.” She looked at Lona. “I need to get him out of his room. I need your help.”

			Lona pictured herself and Miss Mary, scrawny and gigantic, dragging the boy out of his room by his heels. “I don’t see how—”

			Miss Mary spoke quickly. “You and Bill have always said you’d like to pay me for looking after Gigi, and I won’t hear of it. The girl’s a dream and I love our afternoons together. But you can do me a favor. Something I’d really appreciate.”

			Lona’s limbs were weighed down by the dark. She wasn’t sure where this was headed, but she already knew she was trapped. “Of course,” she said. “We’d do anything for you.”

			“I’d like you to use Joe as your assistant. He could help you hang the curtains and measure them, and carry your supplies. He’d be a huge help to you, I’m sure. He’s very organized. You always say you have trouble keeping your calendar straight—he could do that for you. I was thinking maybe three days a week? You could pick him up after school, and then bring him back here when you pick up Gigi. How does that sound?”

			While talking, Miss Mary had rotated in her seat. She was squeezed sideways, facing Lona. Her legs were curled under her; her wide lap sat level like a tabletop.

			My afternoons, Lona thought. I’ll lose my afternoons. “I’ll have to talk to Bill,” she said.

			Miss Mary nodded. Her eyes dimmed slightly. “Of course.”

			“But I’m sure the answer will be yes,” Lona said. “How could we say no?”

			

			•   •   •

			
			When she and Gigi arrived at their house, the girl headed straight for her room. Bill was standing in the kitchen. He was surveying the room—the cabinets, the paint chipping next to the ceiling light, the yellowed linoleum floor—as if he wanted to gut the place and rebuild immediately.

			Often when Lona saw her husband at the end of the day, she was startled. He looked middle-aged, and she still thought of herself as young. It felt like weeks had passed since they had met, not years. She remembered the boy who had been new to this town, new to the police department. He had been skinny and solemn, so serious that he found it difficult to make friends. He had strong opinions on how tasks—ranging from how to clean an oven to how to load a rifle—should be done, and he wasn’t shy about sharing his opinion. Often upon first meeting someone, Bill would say, You’re doing that wrong. Let me show you a better way.

			Many people found this habit off-putting, but Lona liked it. On their first date, he told her that she would look better with her hair braided, and when she laced her long hair and looked in the mirror, she saw that he was right. He told her that she should stop working at the ten-cent store on the highway and reopen her mother’s sewing business, so she did that too. Lona relaxed under his steady stream of direction, and Bill enjoyed having a receptive audience.

			After the wedding they purchased a small house, and Bill committed to mastering his career, to growing stronger by lifting weights in the basement, and to giving Lona a child. He woke up every morning prepared to wrestle the day to the ground. His unremitting earnestness was a source of wonder to Lona. She admired him for it. Fifteen years into their union, Bill Waters was a barrel-chested man, with strong, powerful limbs. His uniform fit him like a glove. He rarely sat still, and was always on the lookout for unlawful activity.

			“No news today.” He stood in the archway that separated the kitchen from the living room, a solid presence in his blue pants and shirt. A dark belt circled his hips, a gun hanging from one side, a billy club from the other.

			Lona sidled past him to get to the refrigerator. She kissed his cheek on the way. “No? Well, I’m sure you’ll hear something tomorrow.”

			“You’ve been saying that for months. I don’t know what he’s playing at. He can’t give the promotion to anyone else.” Bill’s eyes bulged slightly. “I mean, there’s no reasonable alternative.”

			Lona had recently hung new curtains in Chief Mason’s living room. The job had involved two appointments: one to take measurements, and one to install the finished product. The most striking piece of furniture in the room was a burgundy leather armchair. There was an unusually deep impression in the seat cushion, and an impressive selection of bourbon and rye whiskeys set up within easy reach. Lona always pictured the police chief sunk deep into that armchair, whenever Bill complained of bureaucratic delays.

			“You’re right,” she murmured into the crisp air of the refrigerator. “You have no alternative.”

			“What?”

			“Mmm? Oh, I meant, he has no alternative. You’re right.”

			Bill Waters considered the linoleum. Lona could tell that he was trying to stop worrying. This was a regular, fruitless struggle. Her husband didn’t want to feel like this, but he couldn’t help it. There was an engine inside his chest that turned over and over. His father had been appointed police chief in Decatur when he was forty-two, and Bill wanted to be chief in Milledgeville by the time he was forty. This meant he needed to make lieutenant before his thirty-fifth birthday, which was rapidly approaching.

			If Bill couldn’t relax—and he couldn’t—he could at least shift his focus. Lona’s back was turned, but she felt his eyes on her. She listened to him sniff the air, to see if he could smell marijuana. She had promised to quit smoking. Lona had also promised to pay attention when she put together an outfit in the morning and to make polite chitchat with acquaintances in public. She understood that these details were important to her husband. Bill had to be as careful with her movements as he was with his own, because he couldn’t afford any slipups. He already had one point against him: he wasn’t born and raised in Milledgeville. Like most small towns, the infrastructure liked to nurture its own. But that was a challenge Bill was willing to overcome. He was the first man in the office every morning, the first man to any emergency call, the first man to cocktail parties where networking with the mayor or other top officials was key.

			“Thank you for not smoking. I appreciate it,” Bill said, in his best approximation of a casual tone. It seemed like he was always approximating a tone. He was trying to sound respectful, or trying to sound authoritative, or trying to sound reasonable. He could never just talk, never just let the words come out naturally. The stakes were too high for that.

			Lona nodded. “Miss Mary asked for a favor today.”

			“Oh?”

			“She wants me to hire Joe as my assistant. Part-time.”

			Bill raised his eyebrows. “Her boy?”

			“We don’t have to pay him. It’s a kind of exchange. I’ll take her son while she takes Gigi.”

			“That’s a great idea. I should have thought of it myself. You shouldn’t be lugging that heavy bag all over town, or drilling holes into walls.” Bill shook his head. “Yes, that makes real good sense.” He rubbed his hands together. “What’s for dinner?”

			Lona stared into the refrigerator. She wasn’t surprised. She’d known that her husband would support the plan. Why wouldn’t he? This didn’t even look like a sacrifice, to anyone but Lona. She leaned deeper into the cool air. “There’s chicken from the other night?”

			Bill sighed. “That sounds great, honey. I’ll call Gigi.”

			The family sat around the square kitchen table chewing stringy chicken and canned beans. The plates slid on the tabletop, the silverware clinked, and insects chirped through the open window.

			“How was your history test?” Bill asked.

			“Fine,” Gigi said. “I think I did well.”

			“I’m sure you did. Let me know when you get the results.” Bill looked at his wife. “You’re going to the Whitesons’ tomorrow?”

			Lona blinked. She tried to picture her work calendar. “Next week, I think. We haven’t confirmed the starting date because she’s waiting on some furniture.”

			“You should be extra nice while you’re there. Really make an effort.”

			“Why are they so important?” Gigi sat cross-legged on her chair; she pushed food across her plate with a fork.

			“Melvin Whiteson has a lot of money.” Bill perked up; he clapped his daughter on the shoulder. “He and his wife could make a lot of changes around here, which I think is great. We need some new blood. The people in this town are too stuck in their ways. So just work hard, like always, honey. We’d like to get friendly with them.”

			“I’ll do my best,” Lona said.

			Bill reached over and squeezed her arm.

			His wife gave a small, practiced smile. Lona tried to imagine what Miss Mary would do now, if she were here. This was a trick Lona used regularly, during moments when she felt lost in her own home. She used the answer to propel herself forward, even if it was only one step at a time.

			“Who wants ice cream?” she asked, and stood up.

		

	
		
			
			It was birthing season, and Regina had been spending nearly every night in the barn. She napped when she had the chance on a cot set up in the corner, but when the heifers were in labor, she was in the stall. She planted her feet like a linebacker and leaned shoulder-first into the animal’s midsection. When she felt life scramble beneath her weight, she leaned in harder. The swollen mother keened and pressed her forehead against the grizzled wall. She shifted her mass from hoof to hoof, causing Regina and the farmhand to jump out of the way. If the birth took place after dawn, Flannery would walk out to the barn to watch the calf fall, a jumble of skinny legs, onto the hay.

			“I’m getting too old for this,” Regina said. She rocked in her favorite porch chair, her eyes shut.

			Flannery was bent over beside her, writing a letter in scrawling cursive. She laid her pen down and looked at the cloud-mottled sky. She tried to recall what day of the week it was. She had recently reached the end of her second novel, but had found no relief in the completion. She was satisfied with the beginning and the end, but something was missing from the middle. She could feel an abyss there, a thumping darkness. She had been working on the book for seven years, but her faith in the story, and in her ability to make it work, had started to crack a few weeks earlier.

			Flannery shifted her weight, looking for a comfortable position. “You’re not the only one who’s tired,” she said, and was disappointed to hear the petulance in her voice. She touched her jaw lightly with one finger, even though she knew the gesture would worry her mother. Flannery had recently been in the hospital with an infection in her jawbone. It was fine now, but the doctor had warned them it could recur if she didn’t pace herself. I can’t move much slower, she had joked to the doctor. Try, he’d replied.

			Regina squinted at Flannery. She was a sixty-year-old widow, as strong as a woman half her age, with gray curls and bright eyes. When Flannery seemed weak, Regina’s natural instinct was to attack. She had found that administering blows often made the person on the receiving end find strength they didn’t know they had. Regina had done this with her husband, in his final year. When he said he was tired, she told him he wasn’t.

			She sighed and rubbed the rough back of her hand. Flannery was her only child. Regina was not a sentimental woman, but she was always aware of the relevant facts, and the fact was that Flannery was her heart. As a result, Regina always felt slightly desperate around her. She had the urge to proclaim, over and over at the top of her lungs: I will not let you go! I won’t do it! Don’t even think about leaving me!

			She studied the dark spots on the backs of her hands. The stains seemed out of place; they looked like mistakes. Regina felt young, even after so little sleep, even after all the living she had done. Perhaps, she thought, God put the spots there for a reason. To keep her in check. To keep her from attacking, and shouting. The spots reminded her that she had God-given wisdom she could draw on now. She literally knew better.

			“Maybe,” she said, “I should schedule another appointment with Dr. Merrill.”

			“No,” Flannery said.

			“Well, if you’re in pain,” Regina said, sharply.

			Flannery gripped the pen in her lap like a baseball she wanted to throw. The two main characters in her novel, an uncle and his nephew, stood in the center of her mind. One was made of flesh and blood, the other was two-dimensional. The schoolteacher, Rayber, wouldn’t come alive, and no matter how hard Flannery pounded the letters on her typewriter, she couldn’t make him so. But his nephew, Tarwater, jittered with energy. He wanted to run, to set fire to something, to kick the life out of someone.

			Flannery gave her mother a look. Leave me alone.

			Regina glared in return. Don’t mess with me, young lady.

			The older woman strode off to the barn, and Flannery walked behind the house to feed the birds. She tried to distract the peacocks that were headed straight for her mother’s favorite rosebush by throwing birdseed in their path. Characteristically, they ignored both her and the birdseed, and set about devouring the fat yellow flowers. Flannery watched the birds destroy one row of roses, and then another. She considered stepping in. If her mother had been nearby, Flannery would have made a show of waving her crutches. But the gesture would have been pointless. Even if she succeeded in scaring the peacocks out of the garden, they would strut back as soon as she turned away.

			A row of ducks walked between Flannery and the flower bed. A chicken spun in a circle and sat down. Flannery dug a fistful of seed from her pocket and scattered it over the stiff grass. She leaned against the water tower, and a posse of bantam hens, frizzled with electrocuted feathers, skipped up expectantly. They twittered, hopping from foot to foot. Flannery teased them by pretending to toss seeds over their heads. She enjoyed their dumb gullibility, watching them race feverishly in response to every flick and feint of her wrist.

			Flannery slowly became aware of a pressure on the back of her neck, which she recognized as guilt. She shouldn’t have worried her mother earlier. She actually felt fine—as fine as she ever felt—and her jaw hadn’t twinged in days. She looked around at the farm she had been living on for nearly eleven years, since the day she had been put on the train in Connecticut with what she thought was arthritis and had to be carried off in Macon by her uncles, certain she was about to die. The landscape was barely familiar. Stained grass, farm equipment, distant bundles of hay—none of this had been her first choice. Flannery felt tired, standing in the middle of the lawn, birds swirling around her feet. Not sick-tired, but soul-tired.

			When the hum of an engine swelled through the birds’ chatter, she was irritated at the interruption. She hitched her crutches around to the side of the house. The engine noise stopped, and the birds opened their beaks to compensate. Even the quiet ones joined in, which meant the visitor was unfamiliar. Flannery saw a black car in the driveway, and Melvin Whiteson pressed up against it. He was holding his hat on his head as if it was in danger of being blown off.

			Flannery’s mouth twisted into a smile. “I didn’t expect you to show up,” she said. “In fact, I would have put money on it.”

			Melvin’s attention was pointed at the General, the largest of the peacocks. The bird had stepped directly in front of him, like an enemy lining up for a duel. The massive bird’s neck and head were dark blue, and reached the middle of Melvin’s chest. His feathers were bright orange, yellow, and magenta, fiery as a setting sun. His train extended a full six feet behind him. Muscles rippled from the base of the bird’s neck. After a silent moment, his tail began to rise. It hovered for a moment, then shot upward. The feathers separated and fell into a huge, resplendent fan.

			“Jesus,” Melvin said.

			“You’ve never seen one before?”

			He shook his head. “There aren’t many of these in New York.”

			Flannery studied his face. She had bought her first peacock shortly after her first hospital stay, and she estimated that she now owned upwards of forty. She avoided doing a proper head count because if there were more than forty, she didn’t want to know about it, and she certainly didn’t want Regina, who had declared twenty peacocks to be her god’s-honest-I-cannot-stand-these-creatures limit, to know about it.

			Flannery had never seen anyone unaffected by his initial encounter with a peacock. Her first exposure had certainly affected her. On the afternoon Flannery uncrated her original peacock, she was in bad shape. Her face was swollen from steroids, her hair was falling out, and she’d said to her mother that she had both the strength and the attention span of a gnat. She had been collecting birds since she was a little girl, and already had a sizeable menagerie of chickens, geese, pheasants, ducks, and swans on the farm, so she wasn’t expecting to be fazed by the contents of the box. She had ordered the bird simply for the novelty, as an addition to her collection. But the sight of the bewildered, travel-sick peacock strutting in jagged circles, trying to both absorb and own the ground he covered, wielding his puny tail as if it were covered with all the queen’s jewels, had made Flannery sink down on her heels. She had crouched there, amused and fascinated, for hours.

			Since that day, she had seen an array of reactions on the faces of her visitors. Some became reverent. Old men took their hats off at the sight of a peacock whose tail was spread like a freckled rainbow. Her editor had followed the birds around the yard with a movie camera attached to his eye, filming their every step and squawk. A few visitors shrugged at the spectacle, and said they didn’t see what all the fuss was about. Others turned sullen when confronted with the peacock, convinced that the bird was somehow mocking them. Melvin Whiteson looked scared and disoriented, like a child who had just been woken from a nap.

			“Oh, I was going to have a little more fun with this,” Flannery said, “but I can see that I need to put your mind at ease. I’m not going to make you take one of my peacocks.”

			With this announcement, the General stalked away. He disappeared around the back of the house, and Melvin’s face relaxed.

			“In fact,” she said, “even if you wanted one I wouldn’t let you. They’re my babies. I was just teasing Cookie at the
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