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RHODA



WHEN I FIRST saw my stepmother, I thought she was winking at me. I winked back. But she only frowned, and her right eyelid never lifted. She was wearing a yellow wedding dress, with no veil or train, and had turned to see me just as I was passing the front row of pews, carrying the wedding rings on a small velvet pillow. I don’t believe I so much as glanced at my father. I saw only this new woman whom my father had hidden away until now from everyone, who had dark, dark hair, pale skin, and a dropped eyelid that, on closer view, made her terribly beautiful.

My new stepmother, Rhoda, untied the ring for my father with thin white fingers. I looked up again at that blank eye, drawn to it—it was open slightly—and realized too late that she was watching me. Her other eye was brown and shiny. She laughed out loud, right there in the middle of the service in front of everyone, at the same moment that she was slipping my father’s ring onto his finger. Her laughter startled all of us, but especially my father, who looked around as though it had come from somewhere else in the church. His mouth opened slightly as he looked up, and for the first time in my life, I saw him frightened.

At the reception, Rhoda ate carefully, cutting her food into tiny squares. She knew she was being watched. Our tables were set on my father’s lawn, along the edge of which ran a small walnut orchard with a creek and two mountainsides of brush in the background; there was plenty to view, but everyone looked only at Rhoda. And the moment she excused herself and walked into the house—to use the bathroom, we assumed—my grandmother opened fire.

“It’s too bad your mother can’t be here today,” she said to me, wedged as I was between her and my father, with no hope of escape. Though Rhoda’s parents hadn’t come to the reception or even the wedding, her older sister was sitting directly across from us. “I don’t know why he couldn’t have stayed with your mother,” my grandmother went on. “Did you know this Rhoda’s only twenty-four years old?”

“Margaret, this is not the place,” my grandfather broke in.

“Oh, I’m not saying anything. It’s just that we’ve always liked his mother so.”

“Margaret?” His voice rose on this, and he put his hand over hers on the table.

“Can I get you more of anything, Mom?” my father asked. He wasn’t looking at Rhoda’s sister.

“She’s essentially one-eyed,” my grandmother whispered to my grandfather, loud enough so we all could hear.

“Jesus,” my father said.


“That’s okay,” Rhoda’s sister said. “We know it’s meant well.

It’s just the situation that’s awkward, is all.”

“That’s right,” my grandmother chimed in. “That’s what I was trying to say.”

“She’s coming,” I whispered.

Rhoda gave us all a careful looking-over as she sat down. “You’ve been talking about me, haven’t you?”

“Well, of course,” my grandmother said, smiling. “You’re the bride.”

 

My father and Rhoda didn’t have a honeymoon. They had me for the weekend instead, and they gave me presents. This was a form of bribery, perhaps.

I was on the porch, watching the sun go down between two mountains, the air warm and dry. I could hear the sucking noises of quail in the bushes. The guests had all left, and the only sign that remained of the wedding was the smoldering hibachi.

“Happy Wedding!” my father and Rhoda both sang out as they stepped onto the porch.

Rhoda gave me a Walkman. I must have looked a little stunned, because she frowned again. I wasn’t used to expensive presents. Then my father handed me my first gun, a .30-.30 carbine for deer.

“Try it out,” he said. “There’s a gray squirrel up there.” He pointed to the large oak in front of us.

I had seen the squirrel, too—about twenty feet up. I could have hit it with a Wiffle ball.

“It isn’t loaded,” I said.

“There’s a shell in the chamber. Just pull back the hammer.”


I pulled back the hammer and aimed at that squirrel. He was eating something, turning it over and over in his hands, with spindly black fingers, his gray cheeks pink now in the light and rippling as he munched, one eye looking right at me. I pulled the trigger and saw a chunk of meat fly from him like a small red bird. He seemed to explode. There was the sound of rain through the trees as bits of him fell back to earth.

“You got him,” Rhoda said.

That evening, we drove into town, to Rhoda’s parents’ house, and I met Rhoda’s mother. She sat on a barstool chain-smoking and drinking the whole time we were there. She had a dog about the same length as a squirrel, but shaved and fattened, with a smashed face and angry little eyes; the thing hid under her stool growling so loudly it was hard for us to hear each other. Every now and then, Rhoda’s mother would yell, “Shut up, Prune!” and stretch her leg down to kick it. The dog would run across the kitchen, toenails clicking and slipping on the linoleum, then run back, spitting a little as it breathed.

Rhoda’s mother told me, in a smoker’s rasp, “You’re a good kid, aren’t you.”

Rhoda’s father had invited my father back to his gun room, where he had a fair collection, he had said, of shotguns and pistols.

“How are you, Mom?” Rhoda asked at some point far into the conversation. It sounded as if she hadn’t talked with her mother for a while.

“Your bastard father wants to leave me.”

There was a long and ugly pause before Rhoda spoke. “You know that’s not true, Mom. That’s never been true.”


“Okay. Things were never better, then.” She took another swallow from her drink. “But you just got married again. Off to good times, right?” Rhoda’s mother poured herself another drink and looked at me. “So what do you like to do.”

She breathed smoke out her mouth into her nose. Her slacks were pink, and she had hooked her slippers under the bottom rung of the barstool. Her little dog was staring at my shins.

“I don’t,” I said.

She laughed, then coughed, then looked at me suspiciously. I had meant to say, “I don’t know,” but had lost the final word somewhere.

“He’s only twelve, Mom,” Rhoda was saying.

“He’s a good kid.” Her mother winked at me, then ground out her cigarette in an ashtray. “Hey, Billy!” she yelled down the hallway. “What’s so damn interesting about those guns? Come and meet the kid.”

She poured herself another.

“Dad loves you,” Rhoda said.

“Open your eyes, Rhoda.” Her mother stared at her. “Ha,” she said and laughed, then began coughing again. “You always have been much too pretty, Rhoda. It’s not good to show up your mother.” She looked at me and winked. “Don’t think I don’t know what I’m about.”

Rhoda’s father came in walking slowly, looking short and wide-chested beside my father. “I think you’ve probably had enough,” he said to his wife.

She winked at me again and downed her glass.

Rhoda’s father didn’t look so much angry as embarrassed and unsure. He rubbed his hand lightly over his balding head.


“What did you think of Dad’s collection?” Rhoda asked my father. She was standing closer to me now, away from her mother. I could see the fine, soft hair along her neck.

“It’s really something. Not every day you see a collection like that.”

“Please, Sharlene. Not in front of his son,” Rhoda’s father said.

“It’s okay, Daddy,” Rhoda said, stepping toward him now.

“We’re not staying long anyway.”

“Are you talking to me about shame?” Rhoda’s mother asked with her back to all of us. “Is the man who won’t be seen with his own wife in public talking to me about shame?” Prune started growling. He knew something was up, and he was crazy with it. “The man who will slink around with twats half his age?”

Rhoda’s mother swiveled on her stool and pointed at her husband. “Get out of my way, Rhoda,” she said, because now Rhoda was between them.

Rhoda’s father put up his hands in apology, then walked back alone down the hallway.

“Coward!” she yelled.

 

Later that night, as I listened to Rhoda weeping and my father comforting her, I wondered whether tears came out of her blank eye. The wall separating our rooms was thin, and I could hear everything: their sharp breaths, her weeping again, and Rhoda telling my father she loved him. The strangeness of it is what I remember.

The next day, Rhoda asked me to join her at the piano. I told her I didn’t know how to play, and she said it didn’t matter. So I sat beside her.

“Close your eyes,” she said.

“Are yours closed?”

“Yes,” she said. “Though my right eye never closes all the way.”

“Can you see through it?”

“Yes. Always.”

I closed my eyes.

“Put your hands up to the keys,” she said. “Just listen carefully and let your fingers play.”

We sat for a few minutes in silence. The space between us thickened and rolled in and out.

Her first note echoed down low. She played more notes, and they took up places in the air.

“This is great,” I said.

“Listen,” she whispered.

I listened until her notes all around me could have been my own, and soon a few of them were. They didn’t sound half bad: a disjointed song that all fit together because her breath was so close to my own.

I don’t know how long our playing went on, but I do know that I wanted it never to end and yet it ended somehow and my father clapped from somewhere behind us, a sound disagreeably sharp and
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