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For Mum and Ted, with love




Graceland, 20 December 1957




Elvis has made his wishes clear: every decoration on the white plastic Christmas tree should be red. Reaching almost to the ceiling, the tree’s stiff branches burst forward into the dining room like stars. Gladys sits beside it, surrounded by boxes of baubles and tinsel, searching for old things to match the new.

Her son is still in bed, and the house is quiet. She’s determined to wait for him to rise before dressing the tree, so they can do it together, but has decided it won’t hurt to select a few items before he appears. She’s been sitting for almost an hour now, letting the late-morning sun warm the side of her face as she picks through the ornaments. She’s put aside a pile of red things Elvis bought last year for the Audubon Drive house – glass stars, glittering snowflakes, miniature Santas, striped stockings and candy canes – and has given herself over to the examination of the angel he made from a clothespin and shiny paper in elementary school. The wings are a little ripped and the face he’d painted has faded to a couple of vague splotches. That angel moved with their family from Tupelo to Memphis, and has been displayed in more homes than she can count, from two-roomed duplexes to rooming houses to public housing to private apartments. Last year Elvis wouldn’t let her put it at the top of the tree because, he said, it would ruin the photographs taken of the Presley family Christmas for the newspapers. Gladys straightens the wings with a flattened hand, tidies the four strands of yellow wool that make the angel’s hair, and struggles to her aching feet. Then she buries it deep inside the needles at the back of the tree. This year she will refuse to leave it in the box.

The telephone rings. Gladys ignores it, taking her time to rearrange the tree’s branches around the angel, thinking perhaps one of the maids will answer. But the phone continues to trill, forcing her to cross the white carpet and pick up the receiver.

‘Presley residence.’

‘That you, Glad?’

It’s Vester, her brother-in-law, calling from the front gate.

‘Course it’s me.’

‘I got a Mr Milton Bowers here. Wants to see Elvis.’

A shot of fear goes through her, weakening her legs, and she has to place a hand on the door frame to steady herself.

‘Looks kinda official,’ says Vester.

Stretching the phone cord to its full length, Gladys goes to the window and pushes back the brocade drapes, peering down the long drive. The windshield of her visitor’s car glints in the distance. It looks to be a black Cadillac, though not as new as her son’s.

‘Glad? You still there?’

She could send him on his way. Vester could keep those iron gates firmly shut. But she’d just be delaying the inevitable.

‘Send him on up,’ she says.

With trembling fingers, she attempts to arrange her hair, then positions herself behind the drapes to watch the car’s progress. The gates swing open. Elvis had been careful about their design: they had to be tall enough to deter climbers, but see-through enough for the fans to feel close to his home. The car follows the roadway up the slope and through the tall trees. The blue lights lining the drive are turned off now, but on the lawn is a giant illuminated Santa on his sleigh, bearing the message, MERRY CHRISTMAS ALL — ELVIS.

Mr Milton Bowers is sometimes mentioned in the Memphis Press Scimitar, and Gladys knows what his arrival means. Almost a year ago, her son completed his pre-induction physical, was classified 1-A, and the press went crazy over the idea of Elvis joining the army. She’s been dreading this moment ever since.

The Cadillac stops just short of the steps, and Gladys inches away from the glass. A large man emerges, tucking an envelope into his breast pocket. Then he buttons up his overcoat, replaces his hat, and slams the car door.

Gladys braces herself, expecting one of the family, or a maid, to come running, but nobody appears. Her mother-in-law, Minnie Mae, rarely leaves her basement room, joining the family only for meals. Gladys imagines that her husband, Vernon, is in the small building he calls his office, out by the car porch, counting Elvis’s money. If she lets the maid answer the door, as her son has instructed she always should, there’s a chance the envelope will go directly to Vernon, or even to Elvis. She must intercept Mr Bowers on the porch.

First wiping her palms on her dress, she steps into the hallway and pulls back the bolts on the heavy door. Opening it, she squints against the glare of the sun on the white columns. Her visitor has yet to make it up here, having paused to admire one of the marble lions to the side of the entrance. He pats the squat creature’s curling hair before taking the steps at a sprightly pace.

‘Well, good morning to you, sir,’ Gladys manages to sing.

‘Good morning, ma’am. You must be Mrs Presley.’

‘The same.’

He removes his hat and smiles. He has a wide neck that pushes at the boundaries of his collar. His narrow eyes fix her with the kind of confidence she’s often seen in the faces of people who work in offices, whose questions are always a test.

‘I’m Milton Bowers,’ he says. ‘Chairman of the draft board.’

Because she strongly suspects he will refuse, Gladys says, ‘Well, do please come in, Mr Bowers.’

Even if he agrees, she can put him in the music room and there’s a chance nobody will be any the wiser.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Presley, I can’t do that. I did want, though, to deliver this note to Mr Presley personally …’

He fishes the envelope from his pocket.

Gladys smiles and stretches out her hand to receive the letter, but he drops it into the upturned bowl of his hat and asks, ‘Is Mr Presley home?’

‘My husband is busy in his office—’

‘I meant your son. This is an important document. I’m sure you understand.’

Mr Bowers cranes his neck to see past her. She spots a little perspiration on his forehead, a gleam in his eye. These high-class Old Memphis folk are all the same. Too proud to admit that they want to catch a glimpse of her son. Gladys steps forward, blocking his view, and lowers her voice.

‘Truth is, Elvis is sleeping right now. He’s just gotten back from Hollywood and they work him so hard!’

Mr Bowers sniffs and looks around, taking in the height of the portico and the size of the glass lamp suspended above his head. ‘Quite the mansion you have here,’ he says.

‘We’ve been blessed,’ says Gladys.

‘What your son has achieved is certainly impressive, particularly coming from his background.’ Mr Bowers shows his teeth, which are small and straight. ‘I’d like to commend Elvis myself, if you’ll let me, ma’am.’

The clouds are gathering now, and the branches of the leafless trees knock together in the wind.

‘That’s right kind of you, sir,’ says Gladys, ‘but I won’t wake my boy.’

Mr Bowers stares at her for a moment, clearly surprised. Then he shakes his head and chuckles. ‘He’ll have to rise earlier than this when he’s in the US Army! The officers at Fort Hood won’t make exceptions.’

‘Elvis won’t expect no special treatment.’ Gladys holds out her hand. ‘Don’t let me keep you from your business, now.’

He sighs and offers her the letter, but then hesitates, holding it in mid-air as he takes a good look at the diamond cluster of her cocktail ring. ‘You’ll see he gets it right away?’

‘The very moment he wakes.’

Only then does Mr Bowers surrender the envelope. As he descends the steps, Gladys calls, ‘Elvis will be real disappointed he missed you.’



Sitting on her pink silk bedspread, she tears open the envelope.


Selective Service System

Order to Report for Induction



President of the United States to,

Elvis Aron Presley

Mailing address: Graceland, Highway 51 South, Memphis, Tennessee

Greeting: You are hereby ordered for induction into the Armed Forces of the United States, and to report at Room 215, 198 South Main Street, Memphis, at 7.45 am on the 20th of January 1958, for forwarding to an armed forces induction station.



It is entirely as she expected, but still a shock. The signature is not Milton Bowers’s, but its large black loops speak of the same smooth confidence. She tosses the thin paper onto the pillow, away from her body. For a long time she has feared for her son’s life at the grasping hands not just of his fans, but also his enemies, who lurk on church boards and youth committees up and down the country. Now she sees that her worry was over nothing when compared with this. Before they know it, Elvis could be at war. Vernon often speaks of the crazy Russians and their stockpile of bombs big enough to blow them all to kingdom come. And their nephew, Junior, hasn’t been right in the head since he returned from Korea.

Her instinct is to run to her son and break the news. It will be better coming from her. But first Gladys must steady herself. She finds the small bottle of vodka hidden in her velvet purse and takes a swig, letting the alcohol sink warmly to her stomach. Talking with Mr Bowers, she could forget the pain always pulsing through her legs these days, and the way her body seems to have become a burden she must carry around. But now the weariness floods back. She takes another drink, knowing she must guard against letting herself drain the entire bottle. Perhaps it would be better, after all, to slip the letter beneath her pillow and lay her head on it. She could swallow one of the pills Elvis gives her to help her sleep.

Then it hits her: if she can get Tom Parker on the phone, she can beg him to stop all this. Ever since speculation about his draft began, Elvis has said his manager will set things straight. Perhaps if she can convince Mr Parker that Elvis will not survive the ordeal – that he’s already a nervous wreck, prone to mood swings and insomnia, exhausted by the whirlwind of his rise to stardom – Parker will take action, if only to save his own behind.

Heart rushing, she lifts the receiver next to her bed. A flat drilling sound fills her ear. Gladys has her finger on the dial before she remembers the truth: she doesn’t have the number. Only Vernon and Elvis know Parker’s direct line, and if she were to ask her husband he would tell her straight that Colonel Tom Parker would not take kindly to being bothered by a fretful mother, especially when his only concern is making a success of their boy. And if she were to point out that Elvis is already a success beyond any of their wildest imaginings, Vernon would merely counter that there’s always more to be had, especially when it comes to Elvis.

She snatches up the letter, takes another slug of vodka, and heads for the door.

It’s quiet in the hall, and her house shoes hardly make a sound on the dense carpet of the stairs. Outside Elvis’s bedroom she hesitates, but decides against knocking. She knows that his girl, Anita, sometimes stays the night, although Elvis would never admit it. But Gladys hasn’t time to consider Anita’s embarrassment. She must break the news. The girl can blush and scat if she has to.

She opens the door and steps into the darkness. There’s the low whirr of the refrigerator and what sounds like the breath of two bodies. The heating is turned off, and the room is chilly. She feels for the switch on the wall and, finding it, floods the place with light.

Elvis is asleep in the massive bed, black covers pulled up to his chin and a silk sleep mask covering his eyes; his body is curled into a tight ball, just as it used to be when they shared a bed. On the floor beside him is his friend Cliff, who is now awake.

‘Miss Gladys,’ he says, squinting at the light. ‘What time is it?’

She has always liked Cliff. He’s handsome in a homely way, with soft brown eyes and a gentle voice. Elvis says he’s crazy, but unlike the rest of Elvis’s male friends, Cliff takes the time to sit with her some afternoons and share a few beers.

‘Cliff, I need to speak with my son.’

He throws back his coverlet – he seems to have slept right on the floor.

‘Cliff, why don’t you use one of the guest bedrooms, dear?’

‘Elvis likes to have me in the room, Miss Gladys.’

She nods. He never did like being alone.

As Cliff tugs a pair of pants over his undershorts, Gladys turns to face the door.

‘You sure you wanna wake him?’ asks Cliff. ‘We didn’t make it back till real late …’

‘This is important,’ says Gladys.

‘You know best, ma’am.’

‘You’re a good boy, Cliff,’ she says.

He leaves the room, scratching his behind.

Through all this, Elvis sleeps.

Gladys sits on the bed and watches her son. His breathing is steady and deep. He used to sleep badly and dream so hard that he’d walk from his bed, into the night, but you’d never know that to look at him now. On the nightstand is a half-full glass of water, a Bible, and a bottle of pills.

‘Baby,’ she whispers.

He doesn’t stir.

It has been a while since she has had the power to make any changes in his life, but now she has the letter. And although she hates its every word, Gladys feels an undeniable thrill at being the one to deliver its message.

She touches his shoulder, noticing how taut and smooth it is compared with her own hand, and raises her voice. ‘Elvis. It’s Mama.’

Still nothing, so she removes his sleep mask, revealing his dark lashes and brows. These always come as something of a surprise to Gladys, who remembers Elvis as a fair-headed boy. She takes his wrist in her hand and squeezes, gradually increasing the pressure. A doctor at St Joseph’s once told her this was the best way to wake a patient gently.

‘Come on, son.’

He groans.

‘Wake up.’

He buries his face in the pillow.

‘Son. You gotta wake up.’

Without moving, he slurs, ‘Is somebody dead?’

‘Elvis!’ Gladys takes hold of the bedclothes and whips them from his body, revealing his white undershorts.

‘Don’t!’ he cries, trying to pull the sheets back.

But Gladys won’t let go. ‘This is important,’ she says.

‘Damn,’ he mutters.

‘Don’t you curse, now.’

He hauls himself into a sitting position and rests his head on the white leather board, his hair awry, his face puffy, a light crust of saliva at the corners of his lips. The sight of his naked chest and muscled arms makes her pause, and she has to stop herself from telling him that he’s a man, now. The fact of it amazes her, every time.

‘What’s so important?’ he asks.

‘It’s just – a letter.’

Handing it over, she holds his gaze, and knows he understands exactly what this means.

As he reads, she glances around the room. Even before they moved here, Gladys referred to it as ‘the King’s Room’, making his friends laugh nervously. But she now realises that although it is luxurious, with its ice-machine, refrigerator, TV set, and wall-sized mirror at the foot of the bed, everything in this room is in fact fashioned with darkness in mind. The walls, drapes and furniture are the colour of the night sky. It is like a cave.

Elvis crumples the letter in his fist, then hurls it at the wall.

‘We knew it was gonna happen some time,’ she says.

‘It’s all over, Mama.’

‘Come here.’ She opens her arms and lets him hide his face in her bosom. Stroking his hair, she whispers, ‘Nothing’s over. You’re still here. I’m still here.’

‘I’m finished,’ he says. ‘The fans will forget all about me.’

Knowing he’s pouting, she has to will her fingers to finish their path through his hair. ‘Oh, baloney! This here’s nothing but a tempor-ary setback.’

He looks up, his eyes dark with fear. ‘You think the other men are gonna ignore Elvis Presley? Treat me like one of the guys? They’re gonna make my life hell.’

At this display of more self-pity, she feels herself shrink from him. ‘This ain’t school, Elvie. Nobody’s gonna hide in a ditch and chunk stuff at you, or call you names …’

He covers his eyes with one hand, as though shielding himself from her.

‘None of those men got what you got. You just take anything they say with a smile, and move right along.’ She grabs his wrist, tugging his hand from his face. ‘Look at me. It’s like I always told you: you got the strength of two. And the talent. And you’re gonna be even better when you come back, I just know it.’

He sniffs. ‘Will you come with me, Mama?’

She smiles. ‘Mama’s coming with you wherever you go, you know that.’




1: TUPELO




SLEEPWALKING: 1937–1942




1937




There is just a door, big and shiny black. Leaning close, Elvis sees his own face in the new paint. He pats his hands on the cold wood, touching his reflection, and it makes a sound like somebody banging an empty bucket. He pats harder, watching his eyes appear and disappear beneath his hands, until he is beating on the door.

He is almost three years old, and standing outside Tupelo jailhouse with his aunt Lillian. It is a Thursday afternoon in winter, and frost is still on the sidewalk. His daddy is inside the jailhouse, because the men have taken him and won’t give him back, which makes his mama cry.

He must get in there, after his mama. She has gone, taking with her all the warmth and light in his world. He cannot hear her voice, but he is sure she must be calling for him.

The empty-bucket sound grows as he beats on the door. It vibrates along his arms, past the white cuffs his mother has sewn onto his shirt, and all the way to his chest.

‘Don’t be pitching a hissy fit,’ says Aunt Lillian, who is bony, and louder than Mama. ‘Your mama’s just visitin’. She’ll be out soon enough.’

Elvis yells for his mama.

Aunt Lillian grips his arm and yanks him away from the door. ‘Now you better hush up, or the police will come get you, too.’

Elvis yells louder, as loud as he possibly can. But still there is just the black mirror of the door, and his own face, appearing and disappearing.

Then a man comes out.

‘What’s all this hollering?’ he asks. The man has two chins and his breath clouds the air. He’s wearing a smart cap with a glinting silver star at the front, and on his hip is a pistol in a holster. Something about the way the man rests a hand there makes Elvis think of Brother Mansell touching his leather Bible.

Elvis stops crying, shocked by this sight.

Aunt Lillian steps back, but Elvis reaches for the pistol.

The man says, ‘No, no. That ain’t for young ’uns. When you’re grown, then you can hold it.’

But when Elvis makes another grab for the holster, the man crouches before him and weighs the pistol in his hands.

‘I guess you can touch it,’ he says, unlocking the barrel and spinning it around. ‘If you keep your mouth shut.’

Golden bullets – Elvis has seen these before, on the table at his grandfather’s house – tumble into the man’s hand like treasure.

Carefully, Elvis places his fingers on the pistol’s wooden handle. It is smooth and solid.

The man smiles. ‘That’s for protection,’ he says, pocketing the bullets and snapping the barrel back in place. ‘Yours and mine.’

Now Elvis’s attention is caught by the gleaming buttons on the man’s cuff. The cuff is stiff, not darned, and absolutely clean.

‘You like that, huh? My uniform?’

Standing, the man brushes himself off. His trousers have sharp creases, and his shoulders press at the seams of his dark blue jacket.

Elvis cannot take his eyes from him. For a moment, he forgets that his mama is crying inside the jailhouse with his daddy.

The man puts a hand to Elvis’s hair and lets it rest there. ‘Poor child,’ he says.

Then the door opens, and in the place of Elvis’s reflection is his mama. She steps towards him and with one sweep of her arms lifts him away from the man’s hand. The lightness in Elvis’s body as the sidewalk disappears beneath him is sudden and wonderful. He gazes into her wet eyes and says, ‘Mama!’

‘Elvis,’ she says, pressing her smooth cheek to his. He breathes in her good Mama smell.

She carries him along the sidewalk. Aunt Lillian hurries behind. When Elvis drags his eyes from his mama’s face, the man has gone.



Aunt Lillian’s kitchen is full of kids making noise. Cousin Billy keeps patting Elvis’s hair and saying, ‘Still the baby, huh?’ Lola Flora lies in the centre of the floor, kicking her heels on the boards and humming a tune. Bobbie rocks back and forth on her chair, pretending it’s a horse. Elvis races between his cousins, unsure which is best. He keeps an eye on his mama, who is sitting at the table with Aunt Lillian. Aunt Lillian is talking in a strong voice about how things are, and how they should be, as she pours coffee.

Elvis’s mama looks kind of blurry. Her face is redder and her eyes smaller than usual. Her body is folded up in its chair and she dabs at her nose with a handkerchief. It’s her best one: she’s shown it to Elvis and has told him she used it on her wedding day, because it was the only thing she had with lace on. Watching his mama lift the crumpled, damp cloth to her nose, Elvis suddenly finds it terrible to see that handkerchief getting spoiled. He jumps over Lola Flora’s body and whumps his hand down on his mama’s knee.

‘There, there, baby,’ he says in his clearest voice.

His mama stops dabbing her eyes, so he pats her knee again and repeats, ‘There, there.’

A smile plays around her mouth.

‘Glad, that boy of yours is sure surprising,’ says Aunt Lillian, putting down her coffee cup. And everyone in the room looks at Elvis.

His mama laughs, and her face seems to come into focus again. She lifts him to the safety of her knee, squeezing him around the middle, and whispers in his ear, ‘There, there, my baby.’




1939




One bright February morning, a truck pulls up in the dirt road outside the house, music blaring from its radio. For days now, Gladys has been talking of Vernon’s return from the pen. Thanks to her petition and his good behaviour, he’s been pardoned and is coming home after over a year. She grasps her son’s shoulder and squeezes, hard. ‘Oh,’ she gasps. ‘Oh, my.’

Elvis studies his mother’s pale face. He considers her to be beautiful. Her black hair shines and her skin glows white, but it’s not these things that make her special. Uncle Frank and Aunt Leona, whose house they are living in, often talk of her warm and easy way with folks. His mama smiles a lot, and laughs at many things he just can’t fathom. She returns his unblinking gaze for a long moment before stating, ‘But it can’t be. It’s too early.’ Still, she unbuttons her apron and casts the item aside, revealing her best dress, the pretty green one that he likes. Then Gladys slips on what Elvis knows to be her special shoes. Tiny straps encircle her ankles. She pats her hair and pinches up the blood in her cheeks. Pulling open the front door, she lets the music in.

Elvis rushes to her, grabbing her legs, pushing his face into her thin skirt.

She puts a hand to his head. ‘Don’t be foolish, baby. Mama ain’t going nowhere.’

As he peeks out at the day, cool air hits his face, making him blink. The truck is real fine: army green, with a shining black roof. He’d like to swing himself up into its cab. From its open window comes the voice of his mama’s favourite singer: Jimmie Rodgers. Whenever she talks about Jimmie, her eyes brighten, as if she’s seeing something that belongs only to her. I’m gonna buy me a pistol, just as long as I’m tall, I’m gonna shoot poor Thelma, just to see her jump and fall …

Gladys walks onto the porch.

The music stops and a man climbs from the truck. He’s dressed in a battered leather jacket a little like Vernon’s. Although Elvis knows Vernon’s jacket is folded into the trunk beneath Uncle Frank’s bed – he and Mama are sharing a pallet on the kitchen floor – for a second he wonders if his daddy’s hair colour has changed. The man is about Vernon’s height. And hasn’t Grandma Minnie Mae said that prison will do strange things to even the strongest of fellas? But then his mother’s shoulders sag, and he knows this is not his father.

The man tips his hat. ‘Good morning, ma’am. Sorry to disturb …’

His mother sways a little, and lets out a groan.

‘Ma’am?’

Gladys puts a hand to her pale face. Elvis runs to join her.

Clasping her son to her side, she says to the man, ‘I’m sorry. I – I thought you were my husband.’

‘Pardon me, ma’am?’

‘I been waiting on my husband’s return, after – a long spell.’

The man takes off his hat and holds it to his chest, revealing his dark hair. ‘I’m right sorry, Mrs—’

‘Presley. Gladys Presley.’

The man clears his throat. ‘You want to sit, ma’am? Can I fetch you a chair?’

‘No, no. I’m just fine.’

‘What about your son here?’ The man squints at Elvis. ‘Reckon your mama’s all right, child?’

‘My daddy’s coming home today,’ says Elvis, in his clearest voice.

Gladys pats his hair. ‘That’s right, baby. Now, how may I help you, sir?’

‘You know where Lake Street is?’

Elvis watches the man nod seriously as Mama gives rambling directions. He feels sure that, soon enough, he will have her back inside, where he can seat her in a chair and fetch her a glass of water, maybe pat her on the knee and say, ‘There, there,’ and she will touch his cheek and thank him from the bottom of her heart.

When Gladys has finished, the man says, ‘OK if I visit your outhouse, ma’am? I been awful long on the road.’

‘It’s over the back there. Help yourself and welcome.’

As the man rounds the porch, he glances up and says in a slightly lower tone, ‘Anything I can do to thank you, lady? Make amends for your disappointment and all?’

Gladys touches her neck and lets out a small, amused noise. ‘Oh, no!’ she says, her words coming out in a rush. ‘Ain’t no call for that!’

The man walks on.

Then Gladys pulls herself straight. ‘Hold on,’ she calls to his back, ‘there’s one thing you could do.’

Elvis gazes at her, confused. It must be past the hour for his milk and biscuit, now. Why is she encouraging this stranger to linger at their house when his father – his actual, real father – may be home any minute? And what if his daddy finds his mama talking to this man? Elvis already understands this would not please Vernon one bit.

‘Would you put the music on, just while you’re gone?’ Her voice has gone real high and tinkly. ‘I don’t know why, but I guess I got a hankering for a song this morning.’

‘Sure,’ says the man, with a wide smile. ‘I understand.’ He walks back to his truck. ‘There you go,’ he says and, with a flick of his hand, a song about a train blares out. Gladys and Elvis both know the tune.

The man salutes, then disappears round the back of the house. Once he’s gone, Gladys claps her hands. ‘Daddy’s coming home today!’ she says.

Elvis says, ‘But that wasn’t him, Mama.’

‘I know that! But did you see he had a jacket like Daddy’s? It’s a sign! A sign that Daddy’s really coming.’

Elvis had not considered that his father might fail to return.

‘But Daddy is coming,’ he says. ‘You promised.’

‘Sure he is, baby!’ Gladys gives her son a sideways look. ‘I love this song! Now, you watch this!’

And she arranges herself on the centre of the porch, arms stretched to either side. The song’s chorus begins, and she breaks into a dance.

‘Watch your mama, now!’

Her feet pound the boards, moving so fast that he cannot quite fathom what it is they are doing. Her skirt flies this way and that, revealing her long legs. A train whistle blows, and she grins and pretends to pull a cord. When the music becomes more urgent, she frowns in concentration, thumping out the rhythm with her feet, twisting at the waist. He’s seen her sway and clap her hands in church; he’s heard her sing along with the radio at Uncle Bob’s house. But he’s never seen his mama dance like this. Her body appears light as air, yet it feels to Elvis that the whole house is shaking. The porch vibrates, sending pleasant tremors through his bare feet and up his legs. Gladys smiles so widely that he spots her tongue, pink and shocking inside her mouth.

She reaches out and he readies himself to be scooped up, but she touches only the air.

This is too much. Sensing that the only way to get her attention is to join in, he grabs her sweaty hands and shouts the words he can make out: ‘RUMBLE’ and ‘ROAR!’

He looks into her laughing face as she sings along. Then she twirls around, losing his hands, so he twirls too, even though he understands that he is getting in the way and she would rather he sat and watched.

Only when the radio announcer’s voice comes over the song does Elvis hear the low whistle and the clapping.

The dark-haired man is standing by the oak tree, watching.

‘That was mighty fine!’ he calls. ‘Both of you!’

‘Oh, my,’ says Gladys, wiping an arm across her brow. ‘You weren’t meant to see that.’

‘You a good dancer, Mrs Presley,’ says the man.

‘Oh, baloney,’ says Gladys, beaming.

The man saunters to his truck. As he slams the door, he says, ‘Thank you, ma’am, for the entertainment.’



Back inside, they are both slightly breathless.

‘Let me get your butch, baby.’

He sits at the wooden table, on the verge of tears. He doesn’t know why he wants to cry, but he knows his mama will be disappointed if he does. This is a happy day. She’s told him so, many times. But Mama is strange today. She just won’t look at him properly.

She sets a cup of milk on the table and he takes a sip. For once, even though she’s added a little molasses, it doesn’t taste good. His stomach feels hard and bunched up, as if it’s full of marbles.

‘Drink your butch, now, Elvie.’

Usually she would sit and drink, too. They would say their words for milk together, Butch, butchy, yummy creamy butch! She would stroke his face and they would share some buttered biscuits. But today his mama cannot seem to sit down. She rose early to wash the floors and scrub the porch boards, and now she is fiddling with flour and lard, filling the air with white dust that catches in his throat.

‘Gonna make Daddy some dough burgers, just how he likes. And an apple cobbler, too. Then when Uncle Frank and Aunt Leona come home from work, they can sit with you and me and Cousin Corinne and Daddy, and we can all eat as a family.’

Dough burgers are his favourite. And she’s not looking at him, even now.

He wants to knock over the milk, let it run across the table and drip onto the clean floor.

But instead he asks, as he has done many times, ‘Mama, did Daddy do something bad?’

Light and quick, not missing a beat, she rubs fat into flour with the tips of her fingers. ‘It’s like I said, baby. Daddy made a mistake. And the Christian thing is to forgive. Those men who took him away have forgiven Daddy. They shortened his sentence because he’s been so good. That’s why he’s coming home.’

Elvis focuses so hard on his milk that his vision blurs.

‘Will the men come for me, Mama?’ he asks, his lower lip trembling.

‘Oh!’ She swoops to his side. ‘No, baby! What made you think that?’

He looks at her troubled face, drinking her in.

‘Sometimes … I make a mistake.’

Like yesterday, when he let Corinne’s English bulldog play in the house, and Mama yelled because she’d just got all the sheets clean for Daddy and now she’d have to start over.

‘Oh, no! The mistakes you make are only small, baby. Mama’s gonna protect you, you know that.’

She pulls him to her chest, and he relaxes against her gratefully.

‘I thank the good Lord I have you, baby. I thank Him every day.’

As she has given him this, he offers her something in return. ‘Poor Daddy,’ he says.

‘Poor Daddy!’ she agrees.

Prising him from her, she says, ‘Elvie, I want you to promise me something.’ She grips his shoulders. ‘When Daddy comes, we ain’t never gonna talk about that place again, OK?’

He reaches up to dust the flour from her hair, but she stops his hand.

‘Elvis? You hear what I said?’

He blinks.

‘Daddy won’t want to keep going over it. So don’t go asking him a heap of questions. OK?’

But he has so many questions! What was it like, in jail? Was he chained up, like in the stories? Did he sleep on straw? Was he whipped?

‘Daddy won’t want to think about all that bad stuff. We’re gonna help him do that, ain’t we?’

‘Yes, Mama. Poor Daddy.’

‘That’s right. Poor Daddy.’



That afternoon, when Cousin Corinne comes home from school, she and Elvis crawl into the space beneath the porch. There isn’t room to stand, but there’s enough to play. He likes it here, even though it smells of chicken shit and Mama says to watch out for snakes. It is more sheltered than the yard, and from here he can hear Mama and know she’s there without having to check on her. She walks across the porch in her stockinged feet. Thumpety-thumpety-thumpety. Much more sedate and measured than this morning’s dancing. Clonk-whoosh. Dipping the pitcher in the water bucket. Thumpety-click-clunk. Going back through the door.

‘Elvis!’ moans Corinne. ‘You ain’t playing!’

He studies his cousin’s small eyes and clumps of lashes. She is louder and quicker than him in everything.

‘I’m playing dead!’ he says, lying on the damp ground, letting the dirt brush his cheek. He wonders if this is what it’s really like to be dead. Smelling the cool earth. Hearing the living walk over you as you peer out at a thin strip of light.

Corinne thrusts a corn shuck with a scrap of crocheted fabric wrapped round it into his face. ‘You be baby.’

‘Waah!’ says Elvis, automatically. ‘Baby hungry!’

‘Just you wait now, baby,’ says Corinne, arranging herself so she is sitting next to his head. ‘Mama’s busy. You gotta wait.’

Clinkety-clunk-clunk. And a scrabbling sound. Mama straightening Aunt Leona’s furniture, again.

‘Don’t wanna.’

‘Mama knows you a good baby, but you gotta wait,’ says Corinne.

Suddenly he can stand it no more.

‘TORNADO!’ he shouts, sitting up and shaking the corn doll in Corinne’s face. ‘TORNADO!’

Both children are familiar with this game.

‘Hide!’ shrieks Corinne, and they throw themselves, face down, in the dirt.

They’ve heard all about the real tornado that hit Tupelo when Elvis was a baby. Mama loves to tell the story. It lasted just a few minutes but it killed hundreds and destroyed entire streets. God’s wrecking ball had come to town, she says, and it shook the house, the yard, the sky itself. The first she’d known of it was the whispering of the newspaper sheets that lined the walls of their house. She’d stood in the yard, Elvis on her hip, and seen something green and scattered in the sky. The clouds billowed into gigantic mushrooms, then flattened. Vernon’s uncle Noah had collected the whole family in his school bus and taken them to shelter in his brick house, where Gladys had braced herself against the wall, holding Elvis to her, as the tornado came close. She held him so hard he cried, but still she held him tighter.

‘Is it passing?’ asks Corinne, her voice subdued.

‘It’s coming right this way!’ shouts Elvis. ‘You’d better get on!’

Corinne hauls herself onto Elvis’s back. She’s almost two years older, and her hot body feels reassuringly heavy. Her hair tickles his neck. The knobbles of her buttons push into his spine.

He can still hear his mother overhead. There’s a scratching noise, as if she’s cleaning the stove.

‘Hold on, now!’ he says.

‘Reckon it’s passing over.’

‘No. Stay down.’

As Corinne clings to him, he rocks to and fro, slowly building up speed.

‘TORNADO!’ he cries. ‘Hang on!’

‘I can’t!’ squeals Corinne.

One last jerk and she’ll fall into the dirt. He whips himself sideways, but Corinne hangs on, her weight squeezing the breath from him.

‘Reckon it’s passed,’ he whispers.

‘Naw,’ she says, hopefully. ‘Looks like it’s coming back.’

There are unfamiliar steps above, now. Heavy and deliberate. They cross the porch and there’s a long pause.

Then a shout comes from the house. ‘Vernon!’

Summoning all his strength, Elvis gives a single thrust of his body, and Corinne tumbles off.

Above them, the screen door is wrenched open, and there’s the sound of running, followed by a long wail. Then he hears nothing at all.

Elvis stays where he is, sweating and slightly dizzy. Looking at Corinne he announces, ‘Tornado’s over.’



The room seems much smaller with his father in it.

Vernon’s face is grey and baggy-looking, and his clothes hang from his bones. He stands by the stove, blinking at Gladys, who has her hands across her mouth, and seems to be propping herself against a chair.

‘Glad,’ he says, ‘you ain’t changed?’

‘Not one bit!’ Mama says, grasping Vernon’s hands in hers.

Then Gladys notices Elvis in the doorway. Wiping her eyes she says, ‘Baby, come say hello to your daddy.’

Elvis twists his fingers together. That leather jacket in the trunk won’t fit this man any more. The man this morning seemed more like his daddy, or, at least, how Elvis imagined his daddy would be when he returned: solid-looking, confident, winking. Driving a loud truck. Perhaps bearing gifts, like the music his mama danced to. This man’s eyes shift from spot to spot, not quite focusing. His pants and shoes are covered in dust. And there’s a nasty new smell in the room.

‘Elvis,’ says Gladys, ‘come on over, now, and say hello to your daddy.’

Elvis considers crying ‘TORNADO!’ again. He hears Corinne, still playing beneath the house, singing a lullaby to her corn doll.

‘Elvis …’ warns Gladys.

‘It’s all right,’ says Vernon. He walks slowly across the room and crouches down before his son, his knees cracking. Elvis notices a small hole in the thigh of his father’s pants and the skin beneath, pink and scaly-looking. The smell grows stronger. ‘Hello, son,’ Vernon says. ‘All right with you if I come live here?’

Elvis glances up at Gladys, who nods, firmly.

‘I guess,’ he says.

Then his father embraces him, and Elvis feels the hardness of Vernon’s collarbone against his cheek.

‘Daddy’s back,’ says Vernon. ‘And soon we can get our own place.’

Elvis pats his father’s arm. ‘Mama’ll be real happy now,’ he says.

Vernon laughs, uncertainly.

‘I brought you something, son.’

He fishes in his pocket and produces a piece of paper. Carefully, he unfolds it to reveal a once-glossy image of a man in a pointy green hat with a quiver of arrows slung across his shoulder.

‘I saved it for you. From a movie magazine.’

Elvis takes it in his hands. The paper is soft as cloth, and tatty at the edges, but the colours are bright. The man’s hat sweeps across the page and, beneath his moustache, his teeth are milky white.

‘Robin Hood here’s what you call an outlaw, see? A law-breaker. But he’s a good man,’ says Vernon.

‘Is his moustache real?’ asks Elvis.

Vernon frowns. ‘I don’t know. I guess.’

‘Say thank you, Elvis,’ says Gladys.

‘Thank you, sir.’

Vernon straightens up. He looks at his wife. ‘Run along and play now, boy. You could pretend to be Robin Hood!’

Elvis gazes at his mother, but she is too busy smiling at Vernon to notice.

A low growl comes from behind him. He turns to see Corinne on all fours, pretending to be a dog, her corn doll’s head jammed between her teeth.

When he looks back, his parents have disappeared into Uncle Frank and Aunt Leona’s bedroom.



* * *



As far as Elvis can tell, his daddy sleeps pretty much all the time.

At night, the three of them share a pallet on the kitchen floor, but as soon as Aunt Leona and Uncle Frank have left for work, Vernon makes use of their bed. While his mama is doing laundry in the yard, Elvis sneaks into the bedroom to get a look at this man, his father.

He has the Robin Hood picture in his pocket, not because he loves it but because he wants to keep it safe without having to see it, and he fingers its wilted edges as he stands by the bed, watching the hump beneath the quilt. Mama spent some time trying to get Daddy out of the bedroom this morning. First she talked to him real sweet, offering coffee and biscuits and even fried apple pie. Then she raised her voice and asked how long it was going to be like this. Elvis heard no reply. After that, his mama had let his daddy be.

Elvis moves closer and examines Vernon’s face. It’s creased into the pillow, and is almost the same yellowy colour as the flour sack from which the case is stitched. Elvis tries to recall what this face used to be like, but can picture only his daddy’s dark blonde curls, which are still there. His voice, too, is the same, although Elvis remembers his father singing ‘Clementine’ and ‘I’ll Fly Away’. No songs have been sung in the house since Vernon’s return. There’s that sour smell about him, still. Perhaps he’s been sleeping so hard that he hasn’t had a chance to wash. Mama says he’s tired, after being away so long, and needs to rest.

Then Vernon’s eyes flick open. They are gummy and red around the rims. Elvis ducks, too late.

‘What you up to, boy?’

Elvis slides his body beneath the bed, and waits.

‘Come out and let me look at you.’

Elvis stays where he is, studying the unswept floorboards.

‘You like that old picture I got you?’

‘Yessir,’ says Elvis, from under the bed.

‘That’s good, son. Did I tell you who it is?’

‘Robin Hood.’

‘Naw. That’s Errol Flynn, pretending to be Robin Hood. For a movie. You seen a movie, right?’

‘Yessir.’

Gladys sometimes takes Elvis to see a picture playing on the back of the flat-bed truck that parks outside Uncle Noah’s store during the summertime. But he hasn’t seen any movie with this man in it.

The mattress judders above, and his father lets out a long sigh.

‘Shall I get Mama?’ asks Elvis.

‘What for?’

Elvis can’t think of a reason that would sound good.

‘Come out, now,’ says his father, gently.

Elvis scoots from beneath the bed but remains sitting on the floor. His father has his hands tucked beneath his head.

‘When you getting up, Daddy?’

‘When I’m good and ready,’ says Vernon, gazing at the ceiling.

‘You wanna play some? I got a truck …’

‘Not now, boy.’

‘Daddy?’

‘Yeah?’

‘What did you do?’

Vernon’s eyes roll towards Elvis. Slowly, he heaves himself into a sitting position. Before speaking, he takes a long drink from the cup on the nightstand.

‘Man name of Orville Bean, owns half of East Tupelo, messed with me. He wrote me a cheque for a hog I sold him, and it said “four dollars”. That hog was worth more like forty. So I changed the numbers on the cheque. That’s all.’

‘You got sent to the pen ’cause you changed some numbers?’

Vernon presses his lips together. ‘Uh-huh. But it was wrong of me to do that.’

Elvis nods in what he hopes is an understanding way.

‘You been taking care of Mama good, I can tell,’ says Vernon.

Then a loud voice comes from the front of the house.

‘I gotta talk to my son,’ it says.

There’s a slam, and his mama’s voice is pleading, ‘You can’t go in there right now, JD …’

‘Son of a bitch,’ Vernon mutters. He looks at Elvis. ‘Fetch me them pants,’ he instructs, nodding at the chair beneath the window. Elvis does as he’s told. From the other room comes the sound of boots treading the boards, his mother offering coffee, and chairs scraping. And the voice again.

‘Don’t he know it’s nearly noon? His brain get fried in Parchman, or what?’

Vernon buckles his belt and pushes open the door. Elvis trails behind.

Elvis’s granddaddy is sitting in the biggest chair, the one with the fancy cushion Mama made. The sight of this man’s bony behind crushing Mama’s fine embroidery makes Elvis’s breath come quick. The man smooths his hair back with a big hand and blinks through his thick eyeglasses. His eyebrows are black and wiry. Sometimes this man is sitting on the porch when Elvis and Gladys visit Grandma Minnie Mae, but as far as Elvis is aware he has not visited this house before now.

‘Daddy,’ says Vernon, from the doorway.

‘Son.’

Elvis has never seen any look other than a scowl on his granddaddy’s face, and today it is particularly impressive.

‘My wife fixed you some coffee?’ Vernon asks.

‘No need,’ says JD. ‘This won’t take long.’

Elvis makes a break for it and runs to his mother, who is standing by the bucket and dipper with the coffee pot in her hand. He hangs on to her apron.

‘What’s on your mind, Daddy?’ asks Vernon.

JD cocks his head to the side. ‘We oughta talk private.’

‘Anything you got to say to me you can say in front of my family,’ says Vernon.

‘If that’s how you want it,’ says JD.

Gladys puts the coffee pot back on the shelf and presses a hand to Elvis’s shoulder.

JD narrows his eyes. ‘What I gotta say is this: why ain’t you out working a job, boy?’

‘Ain’t found me one yet, sir.’

‘I hear the WPA’s looking for men to dig latrines down in town. That sounds like it’d be near perfect for you, with all your experience shovelling pig shit.’

A strange noise comes from Vernon’s throat.

‘JD,’ says Gladys, ‘I’ll thank you to remember that my son is in the room, and his ears don’t need to hear no cursing—’

‘You need to get your ass down there,’ JD continues. ‘You just can’t get out the pen and go to bed, boy. Folks is saying you as good as dead in here. You gotta step up. Provide for this family. Your gal here’s been doing it long enough. Now it’s your turn.’

‘Like you did, Daddy?’ says Vernon, looking up.

There’s a silence. Gladys’s fingertips dig into Elvis’s shoulders, making him squirm away.

JD pushes back his chair and strolls across to Elvis like he has all the time in the world. Crouching down, he peers at his grandson. A powerful smell of tobacco comes off him as he pats Elvis on the chest, hard, three times. ‘You listen to your granddaddy, boy, and listen good. Don’t be like your paw here. You know what he did, don’t you? He cheated. Lied. Stole. Took the easy way out. That ain’t no way to live.’

‘Reckon that’s the only way you taught me,’ says Vernon.

In a flash, JD is up on his feet. He marches across to his son, draws a hand back, and slaps him across the face.

Elvis pees in his pants, just a little bit.

Vernon stands there, hanging on to his face like it might fall off.

‘Get out of this house,’ says Gladys, her voice trembling. She goes to the door and holds it open, leaving Elvis standing alone, exposed to these two men, one with his head in his hands, the other breathing hard and opening and closing his fist.

‘Get out,’ she repeats.

JD picks up his hat. At the door he turns to Gladys and says, ‘I feel right sorry for you, woman.’

‘You ain’t got the faintest idea what he’s been through,’ says Gladys. ‘He don’t deserve no more punishment.’

‘Naw,’ says JD, ‘and neither do you, I don’t reckon.’

Still scowling, he places his hat on his head, tips it to Elvis, then leaves.




1942




Gladys’s body is glued to the bed, sweat oozing beneath the flesh of her breasts as she listens to the sounds of the warm June night: Vernon’s breath, shallow and steady as the whirring of the katydids in the trees; the low voices of Vester and Clettes from the neighbouring rooms, quarrelling over how much liquor Vester has consumed. She counts herself lucky that, whatever else he may be, Vernon is not a true drunkard. Unlike her, Vernon will take a drink or two, even though he calls himself Assembly of God; but Gladys has never had cause to drag her husband out of a bar by his hair. There have been times she’s convinced herself he will turn to the bottle. After all, he’s not as strong as she is. Ever since Vernon returned from Parchman, Gladys has felt her age: as the older one she must carry her husband through.

She hasn’t always felt this way, though. Even now, aged thirty, she fears there is something of the devil in her. Had it begun when she’d thrown that ploughshare blade? She can’t have been more than ten years old when the farm owner went for her daddy and sisters that day they were working his field. His high-topped boots had glinted like new money in the sun as he steadied his horse and brought back his whip. She’d ripped the sharp end from a ploughshare and chunked it right at his head, shocked by the strength that was suddenly hers; she’d wanted nothing less than to kill that man stone dead. She’d missed; the blade had fallen to the ground not far from her own feet. The man had been so surprised that he’d laughed and spared her daddy the whipping. It had been Gladys who’d been hit, later, by her father’s own hand.

She’d felt it dancing, too, on Saturday nights before she was married, when she’d experienced music as something that entered not just her ear, but also her belly.

Vernon had watched her, then. He was a boy who smiled easily and laughed at nothing at all. After the grief of her beloved daddy’s early death and her mama’s lifelong sickness, meeting Vernon had been like opening a window onto a sunny morning. All the Presleys were handsome but the twenty-one-year-old Gladys had thought Vernon, who was seventeen, too young and too good-looking for her, and she’d tried Vester, his older and more sedate brother, first. But then she’d seen the wanting look in Vernon’s cool blue eyes as he’d watched her dance. Unlike other boys, he didn’t stare at her body, but at her face; it wasn’t until they were alone, around the side of his mama’s house, that he’d glanced down at the front of her dress and said, ‘Gladys Smith, you look more alive than any girl I ever laid eyes on.’ Not two months after that, they eloped to the next county and were married in secret. Vernon added a year to his age to make it legal, and Gladys took three years off hers to make it seem respectable.

The idea that she was pretty had come as a surprise to Gladys, whose physical shortcomings were often remarked upon by her own mother, who was beautiful and petite all her life. Even in her sickbed, Doll Smith had kept a comb and a mirror beneath the pillow, in case visitors came calling. ‘Gladys,’ she’d say, ‘where in the name of all that’s holy did you get those shoulders? I swear there’s more power there than in your daddy’s whole body.’ To Gladys, it had never felt powerful to be big. It had felt only shameful and awkward.

But Vernon took away that shame, at least at first. He said he would tell his brother how it was now: he might be younger, but he was smarter than Vester, and had always told him how things were. Gladys had seen no reason to doubt this. Not long after, Vester married Gladys’s sister, Clettes, which had been a load off her mind.

Five nights of broken sleep have taken their toll. Gladys’s eyelids droop, and, before she knows it, she dreams she’s cradling Elvis, the small baby who loved to sleep on her chest. Like a hot rock, he balanced on her sternum. He was never heavy, but when unconscious he was dense, somehow; his limbs fell into her flesh with the weight of sleep. She would clasp both hands around his back, rest her chin on his head, close her eyes, breathe in his warm baby scent, concentrate on his breathing. It was important to hold him there; she was convinced that if he fell from her chest she would roll in her sleep and crush the life from his beautiful limbs.

Now she drifts in and out of a light slumber, just as she did when Elvis was an infant, her body waking her at twenty-minute intervals.

At three in the morning Gladys snaps fully awake. She gropes for her baby, realises there is no baby, and knows there is something more urgently missing. Her son is missing not just from her arms, but from the house. She understands this without looking at Elvis’s bed, because the air is cooler now and the sounds of the night – a cat mewing for shelter, the bullfrogs pumping out groans – are louder. The front door must be open.

She springs to her feet. Elvis’s collection of funny papers is neatly stacked by the pallet on which he sleeps, but there is no Elvis. There is just his sheet, crumpled on the floor.

Gladys does not waste time by waking Vernon. She pulls on her housecoat, stuffs her bare feet into her shoes, and goes outside.

The weeds in their square of yard are wet with dew and she breathes in the scent of fresh earth. She heads down the track between the handful of other houses which surround hers and towards the road, praying her instinct hasn’t failed her and that she has woken before he’s gone too far. The first time he sleepwalked out of the house, a neighbour found him wandering down the highway in his nightshirt. She’s never asked Mr Vanderholm what he was doing on that stretch of road at two in the morning. Instead she darned the hole in the shoulder of Elvis’s nightshirt and vowed to stay half-awake through the night from then on.

Once she’s on the gravel road she looks both ways. Faced with the emptiness stretching ahead, her body weakens for a second, but the panic comes again, propelling her down the hill, towards the highway. He has gone way too far. She hears herself muttering it as she runs: This is way too far! Way too far! and in some dim part of her mind there is the hope that tomorrow she will be glad she was alone on this road, glad there was nobody else to see her sweating in her housecoat, her shoes gaping from the backs of her naked feet.

She cuts through a small pine wood, calculating that this is the way he came before, and his sleeping legs will somehow remember. The trees’ darkness seems absolute and she considers turning back for Vernon, but that would cost her too much time. Her boy may be sleepwalking down the middle of the highway while some truck barrels towards him. So she plunges on, calling his name, stumbling on the rough ground, trying not to picture the snakes that might be slithering towards her feet, scratching her arm on a branch but managing to make her way through the trees to where the streetlamps glow along the empty road.

Then she sees him. He’s crouching on the shoulder of the road, swaying back and forth on his haunches. If he were mumbling, folks might take him for feeble-minded. The relief of it almost has her falling to her knees in the ditch, but she must reach her son and remove him from danger before allowing herself any such foolishness. And so Gladys sprints along the concrete, yelling for him. But he does not look up, or quit rocking. When she reaches him she kneels down, small stones gritting her knees. She takes his face gently in her hands and says, ‘Baby, it’s Mama. Get up, now.’

His eyes fall on her without the remotest spark of recognition. She hauls his sleeping body to its feet and drags him down into the wet slipperiness of the ditch, where they collapse against one another. Lord knows what trash is down here – she can smell something rotten, and her feet skid on paper packets reduced to slime. She feels some insect nibbling her bare calf. But they are safe, lying together on the soft dirt. She holds him against her, pressing his face into her shoulder, and she feels the change in him as he wakes. First his fingers clasp her waist, then his breath shortens and he raises his face to hers. ‘Mama?’ he asks.

‘Don’t you worry, baby. You was sleepwalking again. Mama’s gonna take you home now.’

His eyes go round. ‘Where we at?’

She sits up and brushes off her housecoat. Above them, a truck rumbles by, making him cover his ears in fright.

‘In a ditch by the highway. We gotta walk back through them trees, OK?’ She stands and pulls him upright. He looks around, biting his lip.

‘Come on, now. You gotta walk for me.’ She scrambles up the bank and holds out a hand. ‘It ain’t far.’

He hesitates, scanning her face for clues about exactly how and why they have ended up here, and whether this is all right or not. On taking her hand, though, he seems, suddenly, to accept the situation wholly. ‘All right,’ he says, and he lets his mother guide him.

All the way back to the house, he holds her hand. A tree frog starts up, and another answers. The moon is bright and the black sky swirls above, scattered with stars, and Elvis begins to chatter. ‘What time is it?’ he asks. ‘Is it the very middle of the night?’ He looks up at her, his face glowing, and she can’t help a smile. ‘Look at the stars, Mama!’ he says, and she nods. She worries, though, that her husband will have been woken by her absence, and will be wandering the streets, searching for them.

But when they reach home, Vernon is still sleeping. They tiptoe to Elvis’s bed. Gladys picks the crumpled sheet from the floor and tucks it around his body. Then she sits beside him. ‘You OK, baby?’ she whispers.

He nods.

‘Now give me your best smile.’

He obliges, stretching his full lips wide and creasing his eyes. Her son has eyes like her, heavy-lidded, slightly slanted. She hopes it won’t hold him back to have such foreign-looking eyes.

‘Nose squash,’ he commands, and she leans in to his face, her nose pressed to his. They stay like this for a few minutes, breathing the same air, whispering to one another.

‘Mama?’

‘Mm-hmm?’

‘I won’t do it again.’

‘I know, honey.’

‘You don’t need to worry none.’

‘I know, honey.’

‘Baby’s gonna be all right.’

‘I know it.’

‘You can sleep now, Mama.’

‘You too, baby.’

Back in her own bed, she decides they will go to the cemetery tomorrow.



Thirty-five minutes. On that January night, seven years ago, it had taken thirty-five minutes between death and life.

The dead one came first. His silence, when the midwife lifted and slapped him, seemed to make the world stop. Minnie Mae had to shout at Gladys to make her listen. ‘There’s another one coming, Glad, you gotta get on with it, gal!’

But Gladys was looking at her dead child, trying to see something other than the blueness around his slack lips, the pallor of his washed-out body. He looked like something pickled. She could hardly breathe, let alone push. She wanted nothing other than sleep.

‘Give the other one a chance!’ cried Minnie Mae, taking her by the shoulders and shaking her. ‘Get on with it!’

As if she had any control over this thing.

Frost on the glass. Her breath and flesh misting the air. She thought of cows in a barn, helpless against the cold, but still steaming. Vernon and his daddy and uncle had built this two-room place for them, right next to her father-in-law’s house, and it had felt so homely, with the smell of the new wood and the bright drapes she’d run up on Minnie Mae’s machine. Even the oil lamps had seemed quaint. They’d gathered wild roses and honeysuckle from the woods behind and planted them around the place. But now it smelled of blood and urine and fear.

‘Glad, I ain’t gonna tell you again, gal. Push!’

She’d hollered only twice during the whole thing. Minnie Mae had thought to wrap the dead child – they’d already called him Jesse, after Vernon’s father – in a dishcloth and pass him to Vernon, who was in the next room, not in the bar, which is where Gladys wished he was, so he wouldn’t have to lay eyes on his dead son. When she imagined Vernon holding the grey lump, she hollered. Then she raised herself from the bed and crouched over the rug for the next contraction, thinking she wanted it over, now, for this baby to be out and done with. It might as well fall to the floor if it was going to be wrapped in a dishcloth and buried in the earth. Minnie Mae hurried to protect the rug with an old sheet, and as she did so Gladys hollered again, so loud and raw that Vernon was knocking on the door to come in and Minnie Mae was yelling, ‘She’s all right! It’s just the other one coming. Don’t you dare come in here, Vernon Presley!’

Minnie Mae caught the second child and Gladys collapsed on the rug. And then his sound filled the place, and the door was opening, and Vernon was coming over, pushing his wiry mama out of the way – which Gladys had never seen him do before – but she couldn’t look at her husband for long because she was gazing at her boy, who was alive. Minnie Mae cut the cord with a deft snick. When Gladys had the child in her arms, he quietened and looked at her as if she were the only light in the room. He was, as Minnie Mae said, no bigger than a minute.

‘I thought I’d lost you,’ Vernon said, his hand trembling on her shoulder.

A spike of rage rose in her. Was that all he’d thought about, in all this? His own loss?

She handed him his son. ‘Take him,’ she said, ‘and quit your crying. We got a son. There ain’t nothing to cry about now.’



There was no money for a gravestone, plaque or marker, but still they know exactly where to go. Or, at least, Mama says she knows where her other baby is buried. But sometimes Elvis wonders. Leaves fall, frost covers the ground, new stones are erected every week at Priceville cemetery. The place changes, and all he knows for sure is that his brother lies somewhere between the large tree with the crooked trunk and the line of small, plain graves at the back.

Usually they go on the last Sunday of every month, after church. But today Mama had appeared at the gates after school and said, ‘Let’s go visit your brother.’ Recognising the urgency in her voice, he knew better than to say that he needed to pee. He also knew better than to question the logic of visiting a dead person. In a way, he thinks, Jesse isn’t even dead, not truly, because you need to have been alive to be dead. And his brother took not one breath on this earth. His brother was born dead.

Not long ago, as his mama was readying herself for one of their Sunday visits, his daddy said, ‘Ain’t no need to keep on going there, Glad. Everybody knows you won’t forget.’

‘I don’t go for nobody but my own self,’ she’d said, pushing past him and grabbing Elvis’s hand.

Vernon caught her arm and said, ‘Why’s Elvis got to go, every time? He’s just a boy.’

Gladys’s face softened, a little, and she released her grip on her son.

At the loss of his mama’s touch, Elvis panicked. ‘But I wanna go, Daddy!’ he insisted.

After that, it was impossible to say otherwise.

This morning his daddy left for Japtown, almost two hundred miles away. He is to help build a camp for Japanese prisoners of war. They had all cried, but Elvis was glad it was his father, not his mother, who was leaving, and that his father was doing something for the war. Many East Tupelo men have joined the military, but his daddy cannot become a soldier, because he was in the pen. Elvis knows he must never mention this fact, although sometimes he feels it is not a fact at all, merely a memory. When the other boys ask him what his daddy is doing for the war, Elvis can now say Vernon has special and important work, constructing a prison for the enemy.

The cemetery is a couple of miles from school, and Gladys takes it slow in the July heat
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