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CHAPTER ONE
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Virginia is not supposed to be on the fourteenth fairway.

She is supposed to be in the caddie shack with the other girls, counting her tips for the day and waiting for her aunt to pull up in the Altima with the tail-light that flickers when the car idles. She is supposed to be folding the green apron the club makes her wear and handing it to Mr. Dupree, who will nod at her without looking up, the way he has nodded at her every afternoon for thirteen months. She is supposed to be invisible in the precise way the club has taught her to be invisible. Head down. Bag up. Yes ma’am. No sir. Straight down the middle, I think, ma’am.

But the light is doing the thing.

It’s late August in Baton Rouge and the sun is already halfway behind the pines on the western edge of the course, throwing that long gold across the Bermuda grass, and the last foursome finished up the eighteenth forty minutes ago, and there is nobody out here but her and the cicadas and a heron that keeps picking its way along the edge of the water hazard like it’s looking for something it lost.

She has the seven iron.

She is not supposed to have the seven iron. The seven iron lives in the caddie shack in a bag that isn’t claimed by anyone anymore, a bag with a leather nameplate so scuffed she can only read half the letters — GEN, and then the part that’s rubbed off, like the person who owned it had their name sanded down. The bag has been there since before she started working. Mr. Dupree walked her past it her first week and said, lost and found, baby, anything in there’s been in there longer than you been alive, and kept walking. Which she took to mean what it meant.

She took the seven iron in March.

She did not take it to use. She took it because she wanted to hold something, and none of the things in her house were the right weight. The seven iron was the right weight. She kept it in the back of her closet behind a shoebox of her mother’s things. At night sometimes she’d take it out and hold it and let the shaft rest against her collarbone and feel the weight of it pull her forward into a stance she hadn’t been taught.

She started hitting with it in June.

Not here. Not yet. At the park on Government Street where nobody plays golf because there are no holes at the park on Government Street, there is only a big empty field behind the basketball court where kids sometimes fly kites. She’d hit range balls she’d stolen two at a time from the club — borrowed, she corrected herself, every time, borrowed — and she’d watch them sail across the field and land in the dirt and she’d walk after them and do it again. She taught herself by watching members at the club and by watching YouTube on the phone her father had bought her for emergencies, which this was not, but which she had decided counted.

The first time she hit a ball clean, she cried a little. Then she picked the ball up and did it again.

It is August now. She has played nine holes exactly once in her life — alone, six weeks ago, at dawn, before the crew came to mow, and she’d been so terrified of being seen that she’d moved through the course like something being hunted and hadn’t enjoyed it at all. Tonight she is not going to play nine holes. Tonight she is going to stand on the fourteenth fairway where nobody can see her from the clubhouse because the dogleg hides it, and she is going to hit the three range balls in her apron pocket toward the pin, and then she is going to walk off this course and go home.

She drops the first ball.

The grass on the fourteenth is shorter than any grass she has ever stood on. It’s shorter than the grass at the park and it’s shorter than the grass in her yard and it’s so short she can feel the firmness of the earth through the soles of her sneakers, which is not what her sneakers are designed for, which is fine. She sets her feet. She checks her grip. She thinks, as she always thinks, about her mother.

Her mother hated standing still.

Her mother would sit in the passenger seat of their father’s old truck with a Rand McNally road atlas open on her lap and trace roads with her finger while their father drove her to chemo. She traced roads she had never driven and would never drive. She said the names of towns out loud like she was tasting them. Amarillo. Flagstaff. Needles. Virginia, eleven years old, in the backseat, had thought her mother was going to get better and they were going to take a trip. That was what the atlas was for. That was why her mother was practicing.

She addresses the ball.

She does not think about her swing anymore when she swings. That is something that took a long time. She used to think about every piece of it — grip, stance, shoulder, hip, the little quarter-second at the top where everything has to hold still before it can come down — and every piece of it would fight her because she was thinking about it. Now she thinks about her mother and lets her body do what her body has taught itself to do.

She swings.

The contact is clean in a way she feels in her teeth. The ball rises against the gold light and for a second she loses it against the sky and then she finds it again, small and white and impossibly far, and it lands twenty feet short of the pin and rolls, and rolls, and stops.

She does not smile. She sets down the second ball.

She is so focused on the second ball that she does not hear the golf cart.

The cart is electric and it is coasting and it has been watching her for longer than she knows. It is stopped now on the cart path behind her, a hundred feet back, where the path curves around the water. The woman in the cart is sitting very still with one hand on the wheel and the other resting in her lap, holding a scorecard she has forgotten she is holding. The woman has been on this course every evening for eleven months and she has seen every kind of light there is to see on the fourteenth fairway and she has never seen anything like the girl in the green apron.

The woman does not move. She does not want the girl to know she is there.

Virginia swings again. The second ball goes farther than the first. She is breathing now — she realizes she has been holding her breath — and she sets down the third ball and she hits the third ball and it is the best of the three, a little draw that hunts the pin and stops eight feet from the cup, and Virginia stands there in her green apron with Gene’s seven iron in her hands and looks at what she has done and feels, for the first time today, like she is exactly the right size for her body.

Then she hears the cart.

She turns.

The woman in the cart is already moving — pulling away, not toward her, like she has been caught at something and is leaving. Virginia sees the back of a white head, a pale pink collar, the flash of a watch. The cart disappears around the dogleg.

Virginia stands on the fourteenth fairway alone.

She walks forward and picks up her three balls. She puts them in her apron pocket. She walks back up the fairway toward the caddie shack with the seven iron at her side, and she tells herself on the walk that the woman did not see her, that the woman was too far away, that the woman was looking at the heron and not at her.

She knows she is lying.

By the time she reaches the shack, Mr. Dupree has already locked up. The other caddies are gone. Her aunt’s Altima is idling in the gravel lot with the tail-light flickering, and her aunt is in the driver’s seat with her phone pressed to her ear and her face lit up in a way Virginia has never seen before, laughing at something the man on the other end of the phone has said. Virginia opens the passenger door. Her aunt holds up one finger without looking at her. Mm-hmm, her aunt is saying, mm-hmm, boy, stop.

Virginia closes the door. She puts the seven iron on the floorboard between her feet where her aunt will not see it. She looks out the window at the clubhouse lights coming on one by one in the dusk.

She thinks: she saw me.

She thinks: what happens now.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Nevada Washington had sixteen dollars and a plan.

The sixteen dollars was in the right front pocket of her jeans, folded twice, and seven of it was ones. She’d gotten it that morning off a woman named Trina who ran a booth at the flea market out by Scotlandville and who bought Nevada’s thrifted jackets at two dollars a piece and sold them for seven. Nevada had brought her eight jackets. Trina had taken five. Nevada had walked out of the flea market with a ten and six ones and a feeling she always got after a sale, which was a feeling like she had just proved something to someone who wasn’t in the room.

The plan was the range at the Cortana Pitch & Putt, which wasn’t really the Cortana Pitch & Putt anymore because Cortana Mall had been dead for a decade, but the range was still there behind the dead mall, a strip of yellow grass with six tee boxes and a chain-link fence and a vending machine that only sold Gatorade, and you could get a bucket of fifty balls for eight dollars if you paid the old man at the counter in cash and didn’t try to use a card.

She had been going to the Cortana range three times a week since April.

She had not told Virginia.

Virginia thought Nevada spent her afternoons at the library on Goodwood Boulevard, which Nevada did go to sometimes, mostly to use the bathroom and charge her phone. Virginia thought Nevada was reading. Virginia thought a lot of things about Nevada that weren’t true, and Nevada had stopped correcting her around fourteen because correcting Virginia took energy Nevada had decided to spend elsewhere.

Virginia was the caddie. Virginia had the green apron and the country club gig and the little neat ponytail and the whole careful life of a girl who had figured out how to be small enough to get inside places. Nevada had watched her sister work that routine for a year and had decided, without saying it out loud, that she was not going to be small for anybody.

The grill had been part of that decision. Nevada had gotten the grill in May with money she’d saved from the flea market and from babysitting the twins down the street. Her aunt had lost her mind. Her father, on the phone from somewhere in Arkansas, had gone quiet for a long time and then said, Nevada, that’s your mouth, you gotta live in it, which Nevada had taken as permission even though she knew it wasn’t, exactly. Virginia had looked at her the first morning she came down to breakfast with it in and had said nothing at all, which was worse than anything Virginia could have said.

Nevada had kept the grill in.

The range at Cortana had a man named Earl who worked the desk and who, for the first three weeks, had charged Nevada nine dollars a bucket instead of eight, and she had paid it because she was new and because she was figuring things out. The fourth week she had set her eight dollars on the counter and walked past him to the buckets, and Earl had not said anything, and he had been charging her eight ever since. That was one of the things Nevada knew about the world: you paid the stupid tax until you didn’t, and the moment you stopped paying it was the moment you stopped being new.

She paid Earl her eight dollars. She took her bucket. She walked out to the tee boxes.

There were four men on the range tonight. Two in the first box, older, drinking something out of a thermos that was not coffee. One in the middle, a white guy in his thirties in a golf shirt, hitting irons with the joyless precision of a man doing a thing he’d read was good for his back. One on the far end, a Black man she’d seen before, fifties maybe, who hit slow and kept to himself and who had nodded at her exactly once, two weeks ago, and had not looked at her since, which was its own kind of respect.

She took the box next to him.

She did not have her own clubs. She had three clubs she’d bought at a pawn shop on Plank Road in April for forty-five dollars: a driver with a scuffed face, a seven iron, and a pitching wedge. The pawn shop man had thrown in a canvas bag for free because he felt sorry for her, which had annoyed her at the time but which she had gotten over. The bag was falling apart now. She carried the three clubs to the tee in her hand instead of in the bag, and she set the driver and the wedge on the grass and she put a ball on the rubber tee and she stepped back.

She looked at the ball.

She had not been taught any of this. She had been taught nothing. Her father did not play golf. Her aunt had never in her life touched a golf club. The boys at her school who played golf were white and went to the magnet school and Nevada had been in the same building with them exactly once, at a district science fair in ninth grade, and she had watched one of them tell a joke with his friends and laugh at his own joke and she had understood something in that moment about the rooms she was not going to be let into by asking.

She had decided, at fourteen, that she was going to find a room they weren’t expecting her in and she was going to already be there when they walked in.

The room was taking a while to pick. She’d tried piano for six months. She’d tried debate. She’d tried chess — chess had almost stuck, she was good at chess, but chess had tournaments in hotel ballrooms full of boys who looked at her like she was in the wrong room, which was the problem she was trying to solve, not the problem she was trying to live in. She’d quit chess in February.

She’d picked up golf in March because she’d watched a documentary about a woman named Althea Gibson, who Nevada had not heard of before, and who had been a tennis player who became a golfer, and the part of the documentary that had stuck with Nevada was not the tennis and not the golf. It was the part where the woman had said, in an interview from some year Nevada couldn’t remember, that she had not played those sports to be accepted. She had played them to be undeniable.

Nevada had written the word down on a piece of notebook paper and taped it to the inside of her closet door.

She addressed the ball.

Her swing was not Virginia’s swing. Virginia’s swing, the little Nevada had seen of it through a bedroom window six months ago when she’d caught her sister practicing with a kitchen broom — because Virginia thought Nevada didn’t know, which was cute — Virginia’s swing was all compression and patience, a swing that had been watched and copied and corrected against something. Nevada’s swing was something else. Nevada’s swing was faster at the top than it was supposed to be and it cleared her left hip hard and she hit down on the ball like she was trying to put it through the grass instead of over it, and when she connected she connected with a sound that made the man in the next box turn his head.

The ball went two hundred and ten yards.

Nevada did not watch it land. She bent and teed up another one.

The man in the next box was watching her now. He was not pretending not to watch her. He watched her through three more drives. On the fourth drive she hooked it left and she heard him, quiet, say pulled it. Not to her. To himself. She adjusted her stance a quarter inch. The fifth drive went straight.

He did not nod this time. He went back to his own bucket.

Nevada hit her fifty balls. She hit them in eighteen minutes, which was too fast, which she knew was too fast, which she did every time because she couldn’t help it. When the bucket was empty she stood in the box and looked out at the field full of her golf balls and the twenty-odd balls from the other men and the cicadas screaming in the trees behind the fence, and she let herself feel, for exactly the length of one breath, how much she loved this.

Then she picked up her clubs and walked back to the counter and gave Earl his bucket and walked out to the parking lot.

The parking lot at Cortana was empty except for the men’s trucks. Nevada’s bus was not for another forty minutes. She sat on the curb in front of the dead mall with her three clubs across her knees and watched the sky go from gold to pink to that Louisiana purple and she thought about her sister.

She thought: she was practicing with a broom.

She thought: she thinks I don’t know.

She thought: we are going to collide.

Nevada did not know yet when or how. She did not know about the woman in the golf cart or the seven iron in the back of Virginia’s closet or the name on a sanded-down leather tag. She knew only that her sister had a secret and she had a secret and their secrets were the same secret and there was a limit to how long two girls could keep the same secret in the same house from each other.

Her bus came. She got on it. She rode it home in the dark with the three clubs across her lap like something she had killed and was bringing back to prove.

At the house, her aunt’s car was in the driveway. The porch light was on. Through the window she could see her aunt on the couch with her feet up, on the phone, laughing. Through the other window she could see Virginia in the kitchen, standing at the sink, looking at nothing.

Nevada stood in the yard for a minute before she went in.

She thought about her mother.

Her mother had said a thing to her once, in a Winn-Dixie parking lot, about a map. Nevada had been ten. She would come back to this memory later, in a different chapter, in a different room, and she would tell it then. Tonight she only held the edge of it, the way you hold the edge of a photograph you don’t want to bend.

She went inside. She did not show anyone the clubs.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Monday morning schedule is posted on the corkboard outside the caddie shack by six-thirty. Virginia is there at six-twenty-five.

She is there at six-twenty-five every Monday, which Mr. Dupree has noticed and which none of the other girls have, because the other girls do not care about the schedule in the way Virginia cares about the schedule. The schedule tells you which member you’ll be carrying for, which tells you what kind of day you’ll have, which tells you what kind of tip you’ll go home with. Mrs. Albritton tips in coins she has counted out the night before from a small porcelain dish. Dr. Landry tips in twenties and talks to you like you are a niece he is fond of. The Comeaux brothers tip badly and one of them touches your shoulder when he is pleased with a shot and you have to let him, because he is a member and you are not, and because your aunt needs the money you’re bringing home every Friday for the light bill.

Virginia has learned the whole taxonomy. She carries it in her head like a weather map.

She stands in front of the corkboard with her apron folded over her arm and she reads the Monday sheet and she does not, at first, understand what she is looking at.

Her name is next to a name she does not recognize. BOUDREAUX, K. Eight a.m. tee time. Eighteen holes.

She reads it twice.

She turns. Mr. Dupree is in the doorway of the shack with a cup of coffee and a clipboard, looking at her looking at the sheet. Mr. Dupree is sixty-one years old and has worked at this club for thirty-four of them and he has a face that has perfected the art of telling you nothing. He sees her see the name. He takes a sip of his coffee.

“You know who that is,” he says.

It is not a question.

“Mrs. Boudreaux,” Virginia says. Because she does know. She has carried for her husband. She has carried for her, once, a year ago, before the husband got sick, a nine-hole round that Virginia remembers because Mrs. Boudreaux had not spoken to her the entire nine holes except to ask for her four iron in a voice that suggested the four iron had personally offended her. Virginia had handed her the four iron. Mrs. Boudreaux had hit a poor shot. Mrs. Boudreaux had not asked for her four iron again for the rest of the round and had tipped her, at the end, in a way that communicated that the poor shot had been, in some quiet way, Virginia’s fault.

“She requested you,” Mr. Dupree says.

Virginia looks at him.

“I said she requested you,” he says again, like she might have misheard.

“Yes sir,” Virginia says.

Mr. Dupree looks at her for a long second. He is a Black man. He has worked at this club for thirty-four years. There are things he knows that he does not say out loud to the caddies because the caddies are young and because some knowledge has to be earned.

“Eight a.m.,” he says. “Don’t be late.”

He goes back inside.

* * *
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Virginia has an hour and a half before the tee time. She spends it in the shack not eating the biscuit her aunt made her for breakfast. She drinks water. She goes to the bathroom twice. At seven-forty she puts on her apron and her hat and she walks out to the first tee and she stands at the edge of the tee box with the bag she has been assigned — a white leather bag with the initials K.B. stitched on the side in pale pink thread — and she waits.

Karoline Boudreaux comes up the path at seven-fifty-eight.

She is a small woman. Virginia always forgets, between encounters, how small she is. Five foot two, maybe, in golf shoes. White hair cut short and brushed back from her face in a way that looks casual and is not. Pink polo, white skirt, a white visor with the club’s logo on it. No jewelry except a wedding band on her left hand and a watch on her right. She walks the way rich Southern women of her generation walk, which is to say she walks like the ground has been prepared for her.

She does not greet Virginia. She hands Virginia a tee. She steps to the box. She addresses her ball.

Virginia stands three paces behind her with the bag. She watches Karoline’s grip. Karoline’s grip is wrong. It was wrong the last time Virginia carried for her a year ago and it is wrong now. Her left hand is too strong and her right hand is compensating and the compensation is what caused the poor four-iron shot a year ago and it is what is going to cause a poor tee shot in about four seconds.

Karoline swings. The ball slices into the pines on the right side of the fairway.

Karoline does not react. She steps back. She hands Virginia the driver without looking at her. She starts walking up the fairway.

Virginia takes the driver. She puts it in the bag. She follows.

* * *
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They do not speak for six holes.

This is not unusual. Many members do not speak to their caddies. Virginia has carried eighteen holes for men who did not look at her face once. The silence is a condition of the job. The silence is, in some ways, the job.

But this silence has a shape to it. Virginia feels the shape. Karoline is not ignoring her. Karoline is waiting.

On the seventh hole, a par three over water, Karoline asks for her six iron. Her six iron is not the right club. Her six iron is one club too much for this hole on this wind for this woman’s swing speed, which Virginia has now watched for six holes and which she has logged and which she could describe to you now in numbers if you asked her. The right club is the seven.

Virginia hands her the six iron.

Karoline takes it. She addresses the ball. She pauses. She steps back.

“What would you give me,” Karoline says. It is the first full sentence she has spoken to Virginia all morning.

“Ma’am?”

“What club.” Karoline is looking at the green, not at her. “If you were carrying for somebody who asked you.”

Virginia’s mouth is dry. The calculation is happening very fast. If she says the six is fine, ma’am, the shot will fly the green and Karoline will know she lied and the day will go a certain way. If she says the seven, ma’am, she will be correcting a member, which is a thing caddies do not do at this club, which is a thing Virginia has been told explicitly by Mr. Dupree not to do, and the day will go a different way.

She thinks about the cart on the fourteenth fairway.

She thinks: she saw me.

“The seven, ma’am,” Virginia says.

Karoline hands her the six iron. Virginia puts it in the bag. She takes out the seven and hands it over.

Karoline swings. The ball lands ten feet from the pin.

Karoline stands for a long moment looking at the green. She hands Virginia the seven iron without turning her head.

“Thank you, Virginia,” she says.

It is the first time Karoline Boudreaux has ever said her name.

* * *
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They do not speak again until the fourteenth.

Virginia does not let herself react when they round the dogleg and the fourteenth fairway opens up in front of them. She does not look at the spot where she stood last night. She does not let her eyes go to where the three balls landed. She carries the bag. She hands Karoline the driver. She steps back.

Karoline does not hit the driver. Karoline is looking down the fairway, and her hand is on the grip, and she is not swinging.

“What’d you hit, last night,” Karoline says. “To get it to eight feet.”

Virginia’s chest goes hot.

“Ma’am.”

“The seven.” Karoline has turned to look at her now. Karoline has blue eyes — Virginia has never looked at her eyes before, she realizes, she has spent a year looking at this woman’s hands and her shoes and the back of her visor but she has never looked at her face, and her eyes are blue in the specific way that old white women’s eyes are blue, faded at the edges like a sky that’s been washed too many times. “You hit a seven?”

Virginia cannot lie. She has lost the window in which lying was possible.

“Yes ma’am.”

“From where.”

“About a hundred and forty-five, ma’am.”

Karoline looks at her. She looks at her for a long time. Virginia has never been looked at by this woman before. She understands, standing there on the fourteenth tee with the bag on her shoulder, that she is being looked at now because something about her has, in the last twelve hours, become interesting to Karoline Boudreaux. She understands that being interesting to Karoline Boudreaux is a new category and that she does not yet know whether being in that category is safe.

“Hit it,” Karoline says.

“Ma’am?”

“Hit the drive. Show me.”

Virginia does not move.

“I can’t, ma’am.”

“Why not.”

“I’m the caddie, ma’am.”

Karoline almost smiles. It is not a kind smile. It is the smile of a woman who has been told something she already knew and who is amused that it has been said out loud.

“Today you’re not,” she says. “Today I’m playing with my friend Virginia and she is going to hit the fourteenth tee shot. Take the driver.”

Virginia does not take the driver.

She stands on the tee box with the bag on her shoulder and she thinks about Mr. Dupree. She thinks about the schedule on the corkboard. She thinks about her aunt and the light bill and the Altima with the flickering tail-light and her mother’s road atlas and the sanded-down leather name tag in the back of her closet and her sister at the Cortana driving range, who Virginia does not know is at the Cortana driving range, but who Virginia has begun to suspect is somewhere she is not supposed to be.

She takes the driver.

She tees up a ball from her own pocket — a range ball, because she cannot bring herself to use one of Karoline’s Titleists, she cannot cross that line, not yet — and she addresses the ball, and she tries to forget that Karoline Boudreaux is watching her, and she cannot forget, and she swings anyway.

The ball goes two hundred and forty yards down the center of the fairway.

Virginia does not watch it land. She hands the driver back to Karoline. She steps back.

Karoline is looking at her. Karoline’s face has done something Virginia cannot read.

“Walk with me,” Karoline says.

They walk up the fairway.

* * *
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They play the rest of the round mostly in silence. On the eighteenth green, after Karoline two-putts for a bogey, Karoline shakes Virginia’s hand. This is not done. Members do not shake caddies’ hands. Virginia takes her hand anyway because she does not know what else to do.

Karoline holds her hand a beat too long.

“Tomorrow,” Karoline says. “Same time.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Karoline lets go. She walks toward the clubhouse. Halfway there she stops and turns back.

“Virginia,” she says.

“Ma’am.”

“Bring your own shoes.”

She goes inside.

* * *
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At the caddie shack Virginia opens the envelope Karoline has left for her. Three hundred dollars. Twelve twenties and twelve fives and sixty ones, like Karoline has gone to the bank and asked for it specifically in that denomination. On top of the money is a slip of paper with a handwritten note in blue ink in a looping old-woman’s cursive.

Your grip is fine. Your stance is a quarter inch too wide. Fix it by Wednesday.

Virginia stands in the shack with the money and the note. Mr. Dupree is watching her from across the room. He does not ask.

She walks home instead of waiting for her aunt. It is two miles. She walks the two miles with the envelope in her apron pocket and she does not count the money again and she does not read the note again and she thinks, the whole walk, about the word friend.

My friend Virginia.

Karoline Boudreaux does not have a friend named Virginia. Karoline Boudreaux has a caddie she has decided, in the last twelve hours, to start calling her friend. The difference between those two things is a thing Virginia can feel in her teeth.

She walks home. She thinks: she is going to ask me something.

She thinks: I am going to have to decide what to say.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Karoline Boudreaux came home from the club at eleven-forty and did not take off her golf shoes.

She walked through the kitchen in the spikes. She walked through the dining room in the spikes. She walked across the cream-colored rug in the living room that she had bought in Charleston in 1994 and that she had made Gene take his shoes off at the door to protect for thirty-one years, and she left two small pockmarks near the coffee table, and she did not notice.

She went to his study.

The study was at the back of the house off the den and it had been Gene’s, which meant it still was. His desk was how he had left it. His reading glasses were where he had set them down the last Tuesday he had been well enough to sit at the desk, which was in March of the previous year, fourteen months ago now. A yellow legal pad with his handwriting on it was still on the blotter. The handwriting said call Dale re. the Bermuda overseed, which had been relevant at the time and was no longer relevant, because Dale had died in August and the Bermuda was whoever’s problem now, not Gene’s.

Karoline sat in Gene’s chair. She had not sat in Gene’s chair before today.

She set the scorecard from the morning’s round on the blotter next to the legal pad. She looked at it.

Her score was an eighty-seven, which was three strokes better than she had played in a year. She had not been playing eighty-seven when Gene was alive. She had been playing ninety-two, ninety-four, and Gene had told her, patiently, over decades, that she was a better player than her scorecard suggested and that what she needed to do was stop overthinking her iron play. Gene had been right about this and about many other things, and Karoline had loved him for being right and had resented him for being right and had, since his death, found that the resentment was harder to carry than the love.

The eighty-seven had been the girl.

Karoline did not want to think about the girl yet. She wanted to sit in Gene’s chair and have a glass of the sauvignon blanc she had opened yesterday and not think about the girl for an hour. She got up. She went to the kitchen. She poured the wine. She came back. She sat down. She looked at the scorecard.

She thought about the girl.

* * *
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Her name was Virginia Washington. Karoline had looked this up in the caddie roster at seven that morning, fifty-eight minutes before the tee time, because she had not, the day before, known the girl’s name. She had known the girl’s face. She had carried the girl’s face in her head since the evening before, since she had come over the rise on the fourteenth fairway in the cart and had seen the figure in the green apron addressing a ball, and had stopped, and had watched.

The watching had been, Karoline understood now, the thing.

She had watched the girl hit three range balls. She had watched the swing. She had not known, in the moment, what she was looking at. She had known only that she had not been able to take her eyes off it. The swing had a quality Karoline had spent sixty-one years watching men try to teach their sons to have and failing, a quality that Gene had once described, sitting on the veranda at Augusta in 1998 with a mint julep in his hand, as the thing you can’t coach into a boy, you can only pray one out.

The girl had it.

The girl, Karoline had registered in the cart, was Black. The girl was a caddie. The girl was wearing the green apron and a pair of cheap sneakers and had in her hands a club that Karoline had recognized, even from a hundred feet back in the fading light, as Gene’s.

Karoline had not said anything at the time. She had pulled the cart away before the girl turned. She had driven back to the clubhouse in the dusk and she had sat in the cart in the lot for ten minutes with her hands on the wheel and she had not known what she was feeling.

She had gone home. She had not slept.

At five a.m. she had gotten up and made coffee and sat at the kitchen table and thought about the club. Gene’s seven iron. Gene’s seven iron had been missing from his bag since before he died. Gene had thought he had left it at the club and he had been mildly annoyed about it for a week and then the cancer had taken over the foreground of their lives and the seven iron had become a thing Gene stopped mentioning. Karoline had not thought about the seven iron in over a year.

The girl had taken it.

Karoline, at five-fifteen in the morning, sitting at her kitchen table with a cup of coffee going cold in front of her, had understood that a Black girl who worked at her club had stolen a golf club out of her dead husband’s bag, and she had understood that she was not angry about it.

She had turned the thought over for a long time, looking for the anger. The anger was not there.

What was there, instead, was a feeling Karoline had not felt in a very long time, and that she did not have a clean name for, and that she only recognized because her mother had described it to her once, in a different context, forty years ago. Her mother had called it being presented with something.

Sometimes, her mother had said, the Lord presents you with something. And you can take it or you can not take it. But He doesn’t present it to you twice.

Karoline had not thought about her mother in some time either.

* * *
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She had gone to the club at six-forty. She had found Mr. Dupree. She had told him that she would like, if it was possible, to have the caddie named Virginia assigned to her for her Monday round. Mr. Dupree had looked at her for a full three seconds before he had answered, and in those three seconds Karoline had understood that Mr. Dupree knew exactly what she was asking for and exactly why, and that his knowledge was more complete than her own.

“Yes ma’am,” Mr. Dupree had said. “I’ll put her on your sheet.”

She had driven home. She had changed her clothes. She had come back.

And then she had played the round, and the round had been the eighty-seven, and on the seventh hole she had asked the girl for the wrong club and the girl had given her the right one, and on the fourteenth she had made the girl hit a drive, and the drive had gone two hundred and forty yards down the middle of a fairway Karoline had been playing for thirty-six years without ever hitting a drive two hundred and forty yards down the middle of it, and Karoline had understood, watching that ball in the air, that she had a decision to make.

* * *
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The decision was not whether to help the girl. The decision was already made. Karoline had made the decision at five-fifteen that morning at the kitchen table and she had confirmed it on the seventh hole and she had signed it on the fourteenth.

The decision was what to tell herself about why.

She sat in Gene’s chair with the sauvignon blanc and she looked at the scorecard and she tried out the reasons.

Reason one: the girl had a gift, and gifts were meant to be seen, and Karoline had been given eyes that could see one, and it would be a sin to look away. This was a reason Karoline could say out loud at the club. This was a reason Karoline could say to her daughter in Dallas, if her daughter ever called, which her daughter did not. This was a reason Karoline could write on the inside of her own skull and believe, more or less, on most days.

Reason two: Gene would have wanted her to do something like this. This was less true than reason one. Gene had been a generous man in the way that men of his generation and his station were generous, which was to say he had written checks to things and had been charming to waiters. Gene had not, in his life, taken a specific Black girl and decided to fund her future. Gene, in fact, had held a number of opinions about specific Black people that Karoline had learned over the years to let pass without comment, opinions she had told herself were of his generation and not of his heart, and which she now, sitting in his chair, was allowing herself to remember in a different light than she had previously allowed.

Reason three: Karoline was lonely. Karoline had been lonely for fourteen months. Karoline had been lonely in a way that felt physical, like a pressure in the chest, and the loneliness had a specific shape, which was the shape of a person to pay attention to. Karoline had spent sixty years paying attention to Gene. Gene was no longer there to pay attention to. Karoline had tried to pay attention to her daughter, who did not want it, and to her friends, who were dying, and to her house, which did not need it. The girl had walked into the shape of Karoline’s attention and the attention had closed around her.

Reason three was the true one.

Karoline knew reason three was the true one. Karoline, sitting in Gene’s chair, looked at reason three and did not flinch from it. She had not gotten to sixty-seven years old by lying to herself about the big things. She lied to herself about small things and she lied to other people about medium things and she told herself the truth about the large things when she was alone and sober enough to bear it, which she was, this afternoon, almost.

She drank her wine.

She thought: I am an old woman who has decided to pay attention to a Black girl because my husband is dead and I have nothing else to look at.

She thought: I am going to tell myself it is because she is gifted.

She thought: both of these things can be true.

She thought, after a long time: she is gifted, though.

She got up from Gene’s chair. She crossed the study to the closet where Gene’s golf bag had been sitting since the last Saturday before he got too sick to play. The bag was leather. The bag had his name on a brass plate at the top. The bag held thirteen clubs — one short of a full set, because the seven iron had gone missing.

Karoline took the bag out of the closet. She set it on the floor of the study. She opened it. She looked at the clubs.

They were, she understood, for Virginia now.

She was not going to give them to Virginia yet. She was going to give them to Virginia in two or three weeks, when the girl had earned them, when the giving of them would mean something, when Karoline had built up enough of a relationship that the giving could be received as generosity instead of as the strange desperate act of a grieving widow thrusting her dead husband’s things at a child. Karoline understood the difference and she understood that the girl would understand the difference and she understood that the girl would accept the clubs anyway, because the girl was poor, and Karoline had counted on this, and Karoline was ashamed of having counted on this, and Karoline was going to do it anyway.

She closed the bag. She put it back in the closet. She went to the kitchen to pour another glass of wine.

On the counter, her phone was lighting up. A text from a number she did not have saved. She looked at it.

Mrs. Boudreaux, this is Virginia Washington. Mr. Dupree gave me your number. I wanted to say thank you for today. I will see you tomorrow at eight.

Karoline read it three times.

She had not given Mr. Dupree permission to give out her number. She had also, she realized, not given Mr. Dupree permission not to give out her number. Mr. Dupree had made a decision about her, the same way Karoline had made a decision about Virginia. Mr. Dupree had decided, sometime in the last four hours, that Karoline Boudreaux was a person to whom the girl should have access.

Karoline did not know how to feel about this.

She typed back: You’re welcome. Bring your own shoes.

She sent it.

She stood in her kitchen with the phone in her hand and the wine in her other hand and Gene’s seven iron somewhere in a closet across town in a house she had never seen, and she thought about the girl, and she thought about her husband, and she thought about the word friend, which she had used on the fourteenth tee without thinking, and which she could not take back, and which she was not sure she wanted to.

She drank her wine.

She went to bed at eight o’clock in the evening with the light still coming through the curtains.

She dreamed about her husband. In the dream he was standing on the fourteenth fairway in his golf clothes and he was holding the seven iron and he was looking at her and he was not saying anything, and she woke at three a.m. in the dark and knew, the way you know things at three a.m., that she was going to do this thing and that it was going to cost her and that she did not, yet, know what the cost would be.

She lay in the dark until the sun came up.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FIVE
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Virginia gets home at five-forty with three hundred dollars in her apron pocket and no plan for any of it.

The house on Dayton Street is a shotgun, narrow and deep, with a porch that needs paint and a screen door that has never quite latched right. Her aunt’s Altima is in the driveway. The porch light is already on because her aunt turns it on the second she gets home, regardless of the hour, regardless of the season, because her aunt grew up in a house where the porch light meant somebody was welcome and her aunt has never stopped signaling that particular welcome to anyone who might be walking up the street.

Virginia goes in through the back, not the front. She does not want to talk yet.

The kitchen smells like red beans. Her aunt has been cooking — she cooks Monday nights, always, the Monday red beans tradition she got from her own mother and that she has never once broken in Virginia’s memory, even the month their mother was dying, even the week after the funeral, even the Monday Reggie took her to the Melting Pot in Lafayette and she came home at eleven and put a pot of beans on anyway because Monday is Monday, baby, and Mondays need beans.

Virginia stands in the kitchen and looks at the beans simmering on the stove and she feels, for a second, like crying.

She doesn’t. She’s not going to. She puts the envelope with the three hundred dollars in the drawer under the toaster where her aunt does not go because her aunt is not a person who uses toasters. She takes off her apron. She folds it over the back of a chair. She washes her hands.

“Ginny, that you?”

Her aunt’s voice from the living room.

“Yes ma’am.”

“Beans’ll be ready at seven. Where your sister?”

“Don’t know.”

“You seen her?”

“Not since this morning.”

A pause. Her aunt is on the couch, Virginia can hear the couch springs shift. Her aunt is watching something — the volume is low, the laugh track is somebody’s sitcom from before Virginia was born.

“Tell her when she come in.”

“Yes ma’am.”

Her aunt does not ask about her day. Her aunt has not asked about her day in four months, not since Reggie, and Virginia has noticed and Virginia has decided not to be hurt about it and Virginia has, on most days, succeeded. Her aunt loves her. Her aunt has, Virginia understands, been raising two girls who aren’t hers for six years, since their mother got sick, and her aunt has earned the right to get a little distracted by a man who makes her laugh. Virginia has made her peace with this. Virginia makes her peace with a lot of things.

She goes to her room. She closes the door.

* * *
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Nevada’s room is across the hall. The door is closed. There is no light under it, which means Nevada is either not home or lying in the dark, and Virginia does not know which, which is the way of things with Nevada now and has been for a year.

Virginia takes off her uniform. She takes the caddie sneakers off and puts them in the closet next to the shoebox, and she looks at the shoebox — the one with the seven iron behind it — and she does not take the club out. Not yet. Not with the door unlocked.

She puts on shorts and a t-shirt. She sits on the edge of her bed.

She thinks about the text she sent Karoline and she thinks, for the first time all day, that she might have made a mistake. Not in sending it. In how she sent it. Mrs. Boudreaux, this is Virginia Washington. Too formal. Too careful. Karoline had said my friend Virginia on the fourteenth tee and Virginia had texted back like she was writing to a principal. Virginia wonders if Karoline read the text and heard, in it, a girl who had retreated. A girl who had taken the gift on the tee box and put it down by the time she got home.

She thinks: I do that. I do that all the time.

She thinks: why do I do that.

Her phone buzzes on the bed next to her. She picks it up expecting Karoline. It is not Karoline.

It is her father.

* * *
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The voicemail icon is up. Virginia sits with the phone in her hand for a second before she plays it, because her father does not usually leave voicemails, her father usually texts call me when you can and that is the extent of it, and a voicemail from her father means he was somewhere with bad service and decided to talk instead of type, which means he was in a truck on a long stretch, which means he was bored or tired or thinking.

She plays it on speaker.

“Hey, baby.”

His voice fills her small room. Virginia’s chest does the thing her chest does when she hears her father’s voice — a reflex she has had since she was four, a loosening — and she gets up and crosses the hall and knocks on Nevada’s door.

“Nev.”

Nothing.

“Nevada.”

“— I’m about forty miles out from Amarillo right now —” her father is saying, “— pulled over for a minute, eating a sandwich your Aunt Renée made me, not as good as it was three days ago but it’ll do —”

Nevada’s door opens.

Nevada is in sweatpants and one of their father’s old t-shirts, a Southern University shirt from 1994 that she has worn to sleep in since she was thirteen. Her hair is tied up. Her face is bare. Without the grill, without the attitude, she looks, for a second, exactly like their mother, and Virginia has to look away.

“Dad,” Virginia says, holding up the phone.

Nevada comes into the hall. They stand there together with the phone between them.

“— wanted to check on y’all, haven’t heard from either of you since Saturday, I know y’all busy with school starting back up —”

Nevada’s eyes close. She leans her forehead against the doorframe.

“— tell your auntie I’m gonna be back Thursday night, probably late, probably after y’all asleep. Tell her — tell her not to let nobody in that house I don’t know about. She know what I mean. Y’all know what I mean.”

Virginia and Nevada do not look at each other.

“— Ginny, baby, I need you to check the mail for me, should be something from the bank I been waiting on, put it on the kitchen counter for me, don’t open it. Nevada. Baby. Call me back when you get a chance, I ain’t heard your voice in a week, that’s too long.”

A pause. A long exhale.

“Love y’all. Be good. Watch each other.”

The voicemail ends.

The two of them stand in the hallway. Neither of them moves.

“Watch each other,” Nevada says, after a second. “He always says that.”

“He always says that.”

“Like we a couple of old men.”

“Mm.”

Nevada goes back into her room. She leaves the door open this time, which is an invitation, and Virginia understands the invitation, and she goes in and sits on the foot of the bed. Nevada sits at the head, cross-legged, pillow in her lap.

Nevada’s room is nothing like Virginia’s. Virginia’s room is neat because Virginia’s room is a place where Virginia performs for herself. Nevada’s room is a mess on purpose, because Nevada does not perform and does not intend to start. There are clothes on the floor. There is a stack of library books on her desk. There is a piece of notebook paper taped to the inside of the closet door with a single word written on it in black Sharpie, and Virginia has seen the word before and she knows not to ask about it.

UNDENIABLE.

Virginia sits on the foot of the bed with her hands in her lap.

“I got to tell you something,” she says.

Nevada looks at her.

* * *
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She tells her.

She tells her about the fourteenth fairway last night. She tells her about the cart, and the white head, and the flicker of a watch. She tells her about the schedule on the corkboard this morning, her name next to BOUDREAUX, K. She tells her about the seventh hole and the six iron and the seven. She tells her about Karoline saying show me. She tells her about the drive — two hundred and forty, down the center — and she tells her how it felt, which she was not going to tell anyone, but which she is telling her sister now because she has to tell somebody or she is going to dissolve.

She tells her about the envelope. The three
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