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VALERIE C U M M IN G

U n c le

We re d r i v i n g  to Y o u n g s to w n ,  m y  w i fe  M a v is  and me, fo r  the f u 

neral o f  a man M a v is  s lept  w i t h  m a n y  years ago, w h o  also happens 

to he her  unc le .  T h e  f i rs t  t im e  I heard abo u t  th is ,  i t  sounded  l i ke 

the s tu f f  o f  d a y t im e  ta lk  shows, whe re  people l unge  o u t  o f  th e i r  

seats to  k i c k  each o th e r  s asses and every t h i r d  w o r d  is b leeped o u t  

by the censor,  b u t  a c tu a l l y  m y  w i f e ’s unc le  was o n l y  her  unc le  by 

mar r iage,  and a mar r iage  tha t  d i d n ’t last very  lo n g  to b o o t ,  so i t ’s 

not  as d r a m a t i c  a s i t u a t i o n  as i t  seems at f i rs t .  Never the less,  i t ’s 

the k i n d  o f  t h i n g  M a v is  doesn' t  l ike to ta lk  ab o u t  m u c h .  I d i d n ’t 

k n o w  a b o u t  i t  w hen  1 m a r r ied  her, t h o u g h  o f  course i t  w o u l d n ' t  

have made a d i f fe rence  i f  1 had. She’s made  her  mis takes and I 've 

made m ine .  I t ’s l i ke I a lways tel l  her :  we re too  o ld  to s tar t  p re 

t e n d in g  n o w  tha t  we d o n ’t have a past.

For the f i r s t  h u n d r e d  mi les o r  so, th i s  t r i p  feels l i ke  a b i t  

o f  a vaca t ion :  last t im e  we to o k  a lo n g  d r i v e  l i ke  th is ,  jus t  the tw o  

of  us, i t  was to N iagara  Falls f o r  o u r  h o n e y m o o n .  O n  o u r  way 

up we d r o p  in on Kat ie ,  m y  e ig h t - y e a r -o ld  daugh te r ,  w h o  l ives 

w i t h  m y  e x -w i fe  G la dys  in C o l u m b u s ,  jus t  to say he l lo ,  and af te r  

th a t  t he re ’s s o m e th i n g  e x c i t i n g  ab o u t  i t  be ing  just  the tw o  o f  us 

on the open road,  th o u g h  o u r  d e s t in a t io n  isn ’t exac t ly  a t h r i l l i n g  

one. A t  hom e,  I asked M av is  w h y  we had to go in the f i r s t  place.

I he o ld  bas ta rd ’s n o t  even y o u r  unc le  a n y m o r e , ’ I said, w h i c h  

is t rue ,  t h o u g h  o f  course I k n o w  bet ter .  M a v i s ’s f a m i l y  is Russian 

O r t h o d o x ;  her  g randp a re n ts  were f r o m  the o ld  c o u n t r y  and  d i d n ’t 

even speak Eng l i sh ,  and the w o r d  f a m i l y  has a b ro ade r  d e f i n i t i o n  

fo r  her  than  i t  does fo r  me. As M a v is  is f o n d  o f  p o i n t i n g  o u t ,  I 

can' t  even b r i n g  m y s e l f  to send G ladys  a C h r i s t m a s  card, and we 

shared six years and a d a u g h te r  together .  In the car, I t r y  reach

ing fo r  M a v i s ’s hand and,  w hen  she ignores me, set t le f o r  p u t t i n g  

m in e  on her t h i g h ,  th o u g h  she just  keeps on  s ta r ing  o u t  the w i n 

d o w  l i ke  she’s in the car al l  by  hersel f .  In al l  o f  the s i lence I get
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to t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  he r  family.  W e ’re s t ay ing  th e  w e e k e n d  w i t h  he r  
m o t h e r ,  w h i c h  m e a n s  we 11 e n d  up r u n n i n g  i n t o  h e r  s is ter,  o n e  
o i  m y  least  favor i te  peo p le  in the  w o r ld ,  a n d  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h a t  
kills w h a te v e r  jovial  v a c a t io n  m o o d  1 h ad  so t h a t  b e f o re  l o n g  we 
are b o t h  jus t  s t a r in g  o u t  the  w in d o w ,  l ike tw o  s t r a n g e r s  w h o  h a p 

pen to f i n d  th em se lves  s h a r in g  a seat  on  a bus .
An h o u r  o u t  o f  Y o u n g s to w n  we s to p  at  a b a r  for l u n c h .  

“T h i s  is silly, Mav is  c o m p l a i n s  in the  b o o t h ,  s p r e a d i n g  a p a p e r  
n a p k i n  over  her  si lk p a n t s u i t .  “ I her e  11 be  m o u n t a i n s  of fo o d  all 

a f t e r n o o n . ”
“ f m  h u n g r y  now,  I say, w h i c h  is a lie, t h o u g h  I a m  in 

nee d  o f  a d r i n k .  I o r d e r  a d o u b l e  s h o t  of Jack D a n ie l s  a n d  a w h i t e  
w in e  for Mavi s ,  her  favor i te ,  t h o u g h  over  the  years  I ’ve f o u n d  
th a t  the  m o r e  I d r i n k ,  the  less she t e n d s  to.  As t h e  w i n e  w o r k s  its 
way t h r o u g h  her,  Mavi s  s tar ts  te l l in g  s to r ie s  a b o u t  g r o w i n g  u p  in 
Y o u n g s to w n :  the  c o n s t a n t  h u m  of th e  steel  mi l l s  at  t h e  b o t t o m  
o f  the  hill she  l ived on ,  a n d  s w i m m i n g  at th e  p u b l i c  p o o l ,  a n d  
the  a b a n d o n e d  a m u s e m e n t  pa rk ,  r i d d l e d  w i th  gangs ,  w h e r e  h ig h  
schoo l  k ids  used to go to screw u n d e r  the  s k e l e to n s  o f  f o r g o t t e n  
coas te rs .  I ’m h o p i n g  she w on ' t  ge t  to o  d r u n k  a n d  s t a r t  t a l k i n g  
a b o u t  he r  un c le ,  the  d e a d  o ne .  I ’ve h ea rd  the  s to ry  o n l y  o n c e ,  a n d  
th a t  was e n o u g h  for me.  Mav is  was s e v e n te e n ,  a n d  h e r  a u n t  a n d  
u n c l e  were  over  for d i n n e r .  H e  t o u c h e d  her  th ig h  u n d e r  th e  t ab le ,  
a n d  t h e n  la ter  t h a t  n i g h t  he  p r e t e n d e d  it was an a c c i d e n t  w h e n  he 
w a lk ed  in o n  her  g e t t i n g  u n d r e s s e d  for bed .  H e  was y o u n g ,  M av is  
to ld  m e th a t  t i m e  — she was d r u n k  t h e n ,  t o o  -  in his late tw e n t i e s .  
“C h a r m i n g , ” she said.  “ I was f la t t e red . '  At t h e  t i m e  I s t o p p e d  
her,  to ld  her  t h a t  was all I w a n t e d  to know,  a n d  I ve nev e r  a sked 
to hea r  th e  s to ry  again  s ince .  It's an a r r a n g e m e n t  t h a t  w o r k s  o u t  
well  b e tw e e n  us: I d o n ’t ask a b o u t  her  pas t  af fai rs ,  a n d  she  d o e s n ’t 
ask a b o u t  G lad y s ,  w h i c h  is g o o d  b ecau se  t h e n  I ’d have  to tell her  
a b o u t  w h a t  all w e n t  w r o n g ,  the  d r i n k i n g  a n d  n eg lec t  t h a t  led  to
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G l a d y s  c a l l i n g  m e  a n o - g o o d  f a t h e r  b e f o r e  k i c k i n g  m e  o u t  o n  t h e  

s t r ee t .  Pa r t  o f  w h a t  w o r k s  b e t w e e n  m e  a n d  M a v i s  is t h a t  we  ca n  

p u t  all o f  t h a t  in t h e  p a s t  b e h i n d  us.

Back  in t h e  car ,  we  d r i v e  o v e r  a s ma l l  l ake  a n d  pa s t  m a n y  

o f  t h e  s t eel  mi l l s  o f  M a v i s ’s s t o r i e s ,  n o w  l o n g  a b a n d o n e d ,  tal l  a n d  

g r ay  l ike s t r e a k s  o f  r a in  o n  a w i n d s h i e l d .  Be c a u s e  we  s t o p p e d  o f f  

for  f o o d  we  re r u n n i n g  a l i t t l e  l a t e ,  so i n s t e a d  o f  d r o p p i n g  o u r  

s t u f f  o f f  a t  h e r  m o t h e r ’s h o u s e  f i rs t ,  w e  d r i v e  s t r a i g h t  t o  t h e  f u 

ner a l  h o m e .  A l r e a d y  t h e  e m p t y  ca r s  a r e  l i n e d  u p  b e h i n d  a b l a c k  

l i m o u s i n e ,  c h e a p - l o o k i n g  m a g n e t i c  f lags s t u c k  to  t h e i r  r oof s ,  all 

r e a d y  for  t h e  p r o c e s s i o n  to  t h e  c e me t e r y .  I n s i d e ,  t h e  p l a c e  is b u s t 

i ng  w i t h  p e o p l e  in d a r k  s u i t s  a n d  dr e s se s ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  f act  t h a t  

i t ’s J u n e  a n d  n e a r l y  n i n e t y  d e g r e e s  o u t s i d e ;  e v e r y o n e  is w a l k i n g  

a r o u n d ,  t a l k i n g  to  e a c h  o t h e r  l ike  t h e y ’re at  a pa r t y ,  e x c e p t  for  

t h e  o l d e s t  o n e s ,  w h o  si t  in t h e i r  w h e e l c h a i r s  p a r k e d  r i g h t  u p  nex t  

to t h e  ca s k e t ,  as if s t a n d i n g  in l i ne  for  a s h o w  t h e y  d o n ’t w a n t  to 

mi ss .  I p o i n t  t h e m  o u t  t o  Ma v i s :  “ I gues s  i f  a n y  o f  t h e m  d r o p s  

d e a d  t o d a y  t h i s  is t h e  r i g h t  p l ace  t o  b e , ” I say,  t r y i n g  to  h i d e  m y  
s m i l e  b e h i n d  m y  h a n d .

“ H u s h ,  s h e  says .  “ You s me l l  l ike wh i s k e y .

I p r e t e n d  to  l o o k  a r o u n d  for  h e r  m o t h e r ,  t h o u g h  real ly  

I ’m c h e c k i n g  fo r  M a v i s ’s s i s ter ,  G w e n d o l y n ,  w h o  I k n o w  is h e r e  

s o m e p l a c e .  S h e ’s a f ew yea r s  o l d e r  t h a n  M a v i s  a n d ,  b e c a u s e  o f  

t h a t ,  t h i n k s  s h e  has  a r i g h t  t o  c o m m e n t  o n  e v e r y t h i n g  i n  M a v i s ’s 

l i fe,  i n c l u d i n g  me .  T w e n t y  yea r s  ago ,  w h e n  I was  st i l l  a v e r y  y o u n g  

m a n ,  I fell in love w i t h  a gi r l  a n d  b e c a u s e  s h e  was  s i x t e e n  a n d  I 

was  t w e n t y ,  h e r  f a t h e r  k i c k e d  m y  ass a n d  t h e n  p u l l e d  s o m e  s t r i n g s  

t o  ge t  m e  p u t  o n  a n a t i o n a l  l ist  o f  s exua l  o f f e n d e r s .  I t o l d  M a v i s  

t h i s  a n d  s h e  t o l d  h e r  s i s ter ,  a n d  s i n c e  t h e n  G w e n d o l y n  has  n o t  

let  m e  w i t h i n  f i f ty feet  o f  h e r  c h i l d ,  as if I a m  s o m e  k i n d  o f  c h i l d  

m o l e s t e r  o r  t h e  k i n d  o f  g u y  w h o  s i t s  a r o u n d  p l a y g r o u n d s  g e t t i n g  

hi s  k i cks  o u t  o f  t a k i n g  p i c t u r e s  o f  l i t t l e  gi r l s .  I t ’s a s h a m e ,  t oo ,
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be c ause  her  d a u g h t e r ,  Amy,  is a swee t  l i t t le  t h i n g .  She's g o o d  at 

school  a n d  looks  a lot  l ike I i m a g i n e  M av is  l o o k e d  w h e n  she  was 
t h a t  age, f reck led  a n d  lean.

Before G w e n d o l y n  f o u n d  o u t  a b o u t  me,  I used  to p ick  

A m y  up  f r om  p re sch o o l  s o m e t i m e s  w h e n  he r  p a r e n t s  w e re  to o  
bu sy  o r  w o r k i n g ,  s ince  they  o n l y  live a b o u t  a h a l l - h o u r  f r o m  M a 
vis a n d  me.  I ’d take  he r  to M c D o n a l d ’s for a H a p p y  Mea l  even 
t h o u g h  she  w a s n ’t s u p p o s e d  to ea t  an y  m ea t ,  a n d  t h e n  u sua l ly  
we’d go for a dr ive  s o m ep la c e .  I m  a b ig fan of garage  sales -  i t s  
t ru ly  a m a z i n g  w h a t  s o m e  p e o p le  will  give aw ay  lor  p e n n i e s  — a n d  
m a n y  t imes  I d take  A m y  w i th  me as I d ro ve  a r o u n d  s e a r c h i n g  lo r  
g o o d  ones .  She l iked d ig g in g  t h r o u g h  boxes  of f i i t y - c e n t  s t u f f e d  
a n im a l s  whi l e  I lo o k e d  at  tools  an d  o t h e r  h o u s e h o l d  s tuff ,  a n d  
usua l ly  I ’d bu y  her  w h a te v e r  she  w a n t e d ,  t h o u g h  I h a d  a p r e t t y  
g o o d  idea  t h a t  G w e n d o l y n  w o u l d  jus t  t h r o w  it all o u t  a n y w a y  
the  s ec o n d  I d r o p p e d  A m y  off at h o m e .  M y o w n  d a u g h t e r  has 
always p re fe rr ed  G ladys  to me,  even as a baby, a n d  so it was  n ice  
to s p e n d  t im e  w i th  a l i t t le  girl  w h o  l iked  th e  s am e  t h i n g s  I d id ,  
w h o  was h a p p y  jus t  d r i v i n g  a r o u n d  c o u n t r y  ro ads  e a t i n g  G h i c k e n  
M c N u g g e t s  an d  l i s t e n in g  to  w h a te v e r  ga rb ag e  h a p p e n e d  to c o m e  
on the  rad io .  But  all o f  t h a t ’s over  now,  lo n g  over ;  even M av is  isn t 
a l lowed  to go a n y w h e r e  nea r  her  o w n  niece ,  a n d  she  a n d  G w e n 
d o ly n  d o n ’t even speak to each o t h e r  ex cep t  o n c e  or  tw ice  a year,  

at  C h r i s t m a s  a n d  at  fu ne ra l s  l ike th is  one .
E v en tu a l l y  M av i s ’s m o t h e r  c o m e s  ove r  to  say hel lo ,  a n d  

asks i f w e ’ve been up  to th e  co f f i n  yet  to pay o u r  last  re spect s .  
1 his is s o m e t h i n g  else a b o u t  M a v i s ’s fa m i ly  I ve neve r  m a n a g e d  

to get  used to: the  way th ey  p u t  dea d  b o d ie s  in o p e n  boxes  for  all 
the  w o r ld  to a d m i re .  E v e ryone  in my fam i ly  gets  c r e m a t e d ;  the  
way I see it, th is  is e i t h e r  b ecause  of a lack o f  f u n d s  o r  a lack of 
fa ith or  b o t h ,  a l t h o u g h  I ’ve a lways  felt  t h e r e ’s a c e r t a i n  d i g n i t y  to 
it, no m a k e u p  or  e m b a l m i n g  f lu id  r e q u i r ed .  W h a t  gets  me to o  are



the  th in g s  peop le  t h i n k  to  p u t  i n t o  the  c o f f i n  w i t h  the  body ,  as i f  

the dead person is K i n g  I u t  and  w i l l  need f ra m e d  p h o t o g r a p h s  o f  

th e i r  g r a n d c h i l d r e n  o r  t h e i r  l u c k y  g o l f  shoes in the  n e x t  l i fe .  B u t  

M a v i s  takes m y  hand  and says, “ W e l l ,  we m i g h t  as we l l  go see the 

o ld  basta rd ,  r i g h t ? ’ and nudges me t o w a r d  the c o f f i n  anyway .

1 h o ld  M a v i s ’s h a n d  in  l i ne ,  and  w h e n  i t ’s o u r  t u r n  1 s tand 

j nex t  to  he r  as she peers ins ide .  I he dead u n c le  is y o u n g e r  t han  I 

w o u l d  have expec ted ,  h a n d s o m e  even,  his h a i r  n o t  q u i t e  al l  the 

( w ay  s i l ver  yet ,  and leaner  th a n  I am ,  t h o u g h  th a t  is p r o b a b l y  a 

side ef fec t  o f  the  cancer . I l o o k  at th is  m a n  l y i n g  in the  c o f f i n  

and t r y  to  im a g i n e  h i m  h o l d i n g  and k iss in g  m y  w i fe ,  k n o w i n g ,  

l i k e  I do ,  the  d im p l e s  in the  sides o f  her  t h i g h s  and  the  t i n y  m o le  

on  the  smal l  o f  her  back .  I steal a g lance at M a v is ,  b u t  she’s as 

s tone - fa ced  as a lways.  H e r  lack o f  e m o t i o n a l i t y  at h o m e  can d r i v e  

me nu ts ,  espec ia l l y  d u r i n g  a r g u m e n ts ,  b u t  th is  is one  o f  the t im es  

w h e n  I ’m g ra te fu l  f o r  i t .  I t r y  to  keep m y  face n e u t ra l  t o  m a tc h  

hers. I keep on  h o l d i n g  her  h and  as we kiss her  a u n t ,  w h o  is s i t 

t i n g  in a f o l d i n g  c h a i r  near  the  head o f  th e  c o f f i n  -  a p p a r e n t l y  

s ince n e i t h e r  she n o r  the  u nc le  ever r e m a r r i e d  she has been as

s igned the  ro le  o f  the  g r i e v i n g  w i d o w  -  and  as we w a l k  back  to 

o u r  seats, past the  o ld  re la t ives w h o  si t  s ta r i n g  at us w i t h  unsee ing  

eyes f r o m  t h e i r  w h ee lc ha i r s ,  a fe w  o f  t h e m  n od  as i f  to  say, I k n o w  

you .

A f t e r  the fu n e ra l  there is a b ig  w ake  at the a u n t ’s house o u t  i n  

the c o u n t r y .  H e r  backya rd  is huge ,  b o r d e r i n g  w h a t  lo o ks  l i ke  a 

c o u p le  o f  p r i v a t e l y - o w n e d  fa rms.  M y  peop le  are f r o m  C i n c i n n a t i  

as far  back as I can r e m e m b e r ,  and  1 never  can get used to  the 

s igh t  o f  a b u n c h  of  l and  al l  s t re tc he d  o u t  t h a t  way, l i k e  the  ocean. 

T h e  e n t i r e  back p o rc h  o f  the  a u n t s  house is l i n e d  w i t h  tables 

f u l l  o f  fo o d  and bo w ls  o f  p u n c h  and  p i les  o f  w h i t e  l i n e n  n a p k i n s  

ar ranged  in pe r fec t  rows,  e v e r y t h i n g  set o u t  and w a i t i n g  f o r  us,

C'umming 13



al m os t  as i f  the  fu ne ra l  was just  a d e t o u r  to give t h e m  t i m e  to  set 
up  the  party.  I tell Mavis  t h a t  an d  she wh ispe r s ,  D o n ’t be crass .” 
H e r  mascara  is s t reaked  f rom w h en  she cr ied  d u r i n g  th e  service ,  at  
the  par t  at the  en d  w he re  the  pries t  s ings  Ave M a r i a  a n d  e v e ry o n e  
always cries.  T h e  fun e ra l  was an o d d  exp e r i e n ce  for  me.  M a n y  
t imes  I ’ve sat  t h r o u g h  s imi la r  services  w i th  Mavi s ,  s t a r i n g  at  the  
coff in a n d  w o n d e r i n g  i f the  per son really w o u l d  get  i n to  heaven ,  
as the  pries t  was saying.  1 his t ime ,  t h o u g h ,  I was p r e t t y  c e r t a in  
t ha t  he w o u l d n t ,  no  m a t t e r  h o w  m a n y  prayer s  th ey  c h a n t e d  a n d  
how  m u c h  incense  they  s w u n g  over  his body. M a r r i e d  m e n  w h o  
sleep wi th  y o u n g  girls,  especia l ly  those  w h o  are re la ted  to t h e m ,  
d o n ’t m ake l ikely c a n d id a t e s  for e te rnal  s a l vat ion.  Bu t  yo u  w o u l d  
never  have k n o w n  th a t  f rom all o f  the  w a i l i n g  t h a t  was g o i n g  on  
in tha t  c h u r c h ,  Mavis  in c lu d ed ,  t h o u g h  1 im a g in e  t h a t  it was her  

gui l t  m a k i n g  her  cry as m u c h  as a n y t h i n g  else.
We help  ourse lves  to co ld  cu ts  a n d  take  a seat  at  o n e  of 

the  p i cnic  rabies set up  in the  yard ,  nex t  to Mavi s  s m o t h e r  an d  
her  a u n t  lanice ,  the  d ivo rc ed  widow.  J an ice  is w e a r i n g  a low-  
cut  b louse ,  p lay ing  a b s e n t m i n d e d l y  w i th  the  cruc i f ix  a r o u n d  he r  
neck,  an d  saying,  “ He w o u l d n t  have be en  h a l f - b a d  i f  it h a d n t  
been for the  g am b l in g .  O t h e r  t h a n  tha t ,  I h a d  no c o m p l a i n t s . ”

“ He co u ld  have been an a l c o h o l i c , ” M a v i s ’s m o t h e r  says, 

lo o k in g  at me a l i t t le  s ideways.
“Yes, he co u ld  have , ’’ agrees  J an ice .  “ I ha t  w o u l d  have 

been a lot w o rse . ’
I t ry to ch a n g e  the  s ub jec t  by a sk in g  J an i ce  a b o u t  the  

farms  th a t  back up  again s t  her  p ro pe r t y ,  b e y o n d  a l ine  o f  ev e r 
green t rees a n d  s t r e t c h i n g  o u t  as far as the  h o r i z o n .  “S o y b ean ,  
mostly,  she says. “S o m e  cat t le  too ,  t h o u g h  the  l a n d  h e r e ’s n o t  
m u c h  go od  for g raz in g . ’

A few tables  over,  A m y sits w i th  her  p a r e n t s ,  w e a r i n g  a 
frilly navy blue  dress th a t  I k n o w  has to be m a k i n g  he r  m i s e ra b l e
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in t he  heat .  S h e ’s po l i t e  as a lways,  t a l k i ng  to t he  o t h e r  a du l t s  at  
t he i r  t able ,  n o d d i n g  away l ike a m i n i a t u r e  g r o w n - u p .  I t ’s t er r ibl e ,  
h o w  G w e n d o l y n  t r ies to s t i f le t he  ch i l d  r i gh t  o u t  o f  her.  I n u d g e  
Mavi s ,  b u t  s h e s  still  l ocked in c o n v e r s a t i on  wi t h  t he  a u n t .

“ He  always  l iked y o u , ” J an i ce  says to Mavis .  “ He  always 
had a sof t  spo t  for  you.  He  to ld  me  o n c e  t ha t  he wi s he d  w e ’d had  
a d a u g h t e r  o f  o u r  own  to spoi l ,  t h a t ’s h ow  h i gh l y  he t h o u g h t  o f  
y o u . ”

I de c i de  t h a t ’s my  cue  to head  back  to t he  p o r c h  for  a 
d r i n k ,  t h o u g h  I can feel Mavi s  w a t c h i n g  me  go,  her  d i s a p p r o v i n g  
eyes.  I 'm h e l p i n g  mys e l f  to s o m e  Jack and  m o p p i n g  o f f  m y  fo re 
head wi t h  a n a p k i n  w h e n  I hea r  Jan i ce  again:  “ Now,  t he  b e d r o o m  
was a d i f f e r e n t  story.  I he b e d r o o m ,  at  least ,  was o n e  pl ace  whe r e  
t her e  was never  a p r o b l e m . ”

I walk  o u t  across  t he  yard ,  pas t  wh e r e  J a n i c e  a n d  Mavi s  
are y a p p i n g  away,  pas t  Amy,  w h o  smi l es  up  at  me  as I go by. I ’m 
t h i n k i n g ,  for  no reason at  all,  a b o u t  Gl a dys ,  a b o u t  h o w  t h i ngs  
were  be t we e n  us t he  n i g h t  we go t  m a r r i e d  f i f t een years  ago,  w h e n  
we c o u l d n ’t even wa i t  to get  ups t a i r s  to o u r  r o o m  a n d  e n d e d  up  
c o n s u m m a t i n g  t he  wh o l e  t h i n g  r i gh t  t he r e  in t he  f ancy m e n ’s 
r o o m o u t s i d e  t he  H i l t o n ’s Si lver  Ba l l r oom.  All o f  t ha t  pass ion,  
a nd  look whe r e  it go t  us.  I ’ve always  a p p r e c i a t e d  Mavi s  for  t ha t  
r eason,  for  her  even keel ,  her  lack o f  h i ghs  a n d  lows,  b u t  t he  
t h o u g h t  of he r  h a v i n g  t ha t  k i nd  o f  pass i on  wi t h  s o m e  o t h e r  guy,  
a c o rps e  n o  less, is m a k i n g  me  crazy.

I wa l k  o u t  a l ong  t he  edges  of t he  f ields,  wh e r e  t he  grass 
is c u t  s ho r t .  I ve s m o k e d  a n d  d r a n k  for  m o s t  o f  my  life, and  I’ve 
never  been  o ne  for  exercise,  a n d  the  hea t  c o m b i n e d  wi t h  t he  w a l k 
ing makes  e v e r y t h i n g  b l u r r y  a n d  a l i t t le bi t  hazy.  O n c e  or  twice  I 
t h i n k  I m i g h t  t h r o w up,  b u t  I keep on go i ng ,  o u t  to a low fence 
wi t h  a g r o u p  of ca t t l e  on  t he  o t h e r  side,  just  lazi ly m u n c h i n g  on 
t he  s t u b b l y  grass.  I ha t  s w h e n  I hea r  s o m e o n e  p u s h i n g  t h r o u g h
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the  weeds  b e h i n d  me,  a n d  t u r n  a r o u n d  an d  see A m y  s t a n d i n g  
there ,  her  w h i t e  t igh ts  all s c r a t c h ed  up a n d  m u d d y .  S h e ’s a g o o d  
head tal ler  t h a n  she was the  last t im e  I saw her ;  l ike K a n e ,  she  s 
g ro w in g  up  too fast. Already,  G ladys  tells me,  boys  are ca l l i n g  the  
ho u s e  for Katie,  a sk ing  a b o u t  h o m e w o r k  a s s i g n m e n t s .  You let 
her  talk to them ? I d e m a n d e d  w h e n  she  t irst  to ld  me,  a n d  she 
rol led  her  eyes an d  asked w h a t  1 w a n t e d  he r  to  do ,  call t h e  cops?
I w o n d e r  i f boys  have s t a r t e d  ca l l ing  a r o u n d  for A m y  yet ,  t h o u g h  
o f  cou r se  t h a t ’s the  k in d  o f  t h i n g  I ’d neve r  be a l low ed  to ask.

We s t an d  there  for  a wh i l e ,  ju s t  w a t c h i n g  th e  cows,  the  
s low way they  chew w i t h o u t  even b o t h e r i n g  to lift  t h e i r  hea ds .  
“T h e y ’re so b ea u t i f u l ,  A m y  brea thes ,  in t h a t  way t h a t  k ids  have 

of b e in g  awed by the  s im p le s t  th ings .
“T h e y  d o n ’t smel l  so great ,  t h o u g h .
She makes  a face at me.  “ H o w  can yo u  eat  t h e m ? ”
“ M ake s  me w a n t  a Big Mac r ight  now,  jus t  l o o k i n g  at  

t h e m ,  I say, g r i n n i n g  at  her. “Hey,  y o u , ” I call to o n e  o f  t h e  b ig  

ones .  “C o m e  on  over  here,  l u n c h . ”
“You re d i sg u s t in g ,  she  says, b u t  s h e ’s sm i l i n g .
“ Your m o m  still got  yo u  ea t i n g  bean  s p r o u t  s a n d w i c h e s  

a n d  tofu?
“ N o t  jus t  t o f u , ” she says. I t ’s an o ld  joke  b e t w e e n  us,  a n d  

I ’m pleased she r e m e m b e r s  it.
“ I hea r  t h e y ’ve got  to fu  ice c rea m  t h a t ’s jus t  f a b u l o u s , ” I 

say. It feels g o o d  to spar  a l i t t le  w i th  her  th is  way, l ike w e ’ve nev er  
been  ap a r t .  “T o fu  pizza,  to fu  c o t t o n  candy.

“C o t t o n  c a n d y ’s n o t  an an im a l  p r o d u c t , ” A m y  says, w i t h  
he r  h a n d s  on her  h ips  in a way th a t  r e m i n d s  me u n c o m f o r t a b l y  o f  
G w e n d o l y n .  “ I can have c o t t o n  ca n d y . ”

“So you can have c o t t o n  c a n d y  b u t  n o t  a t u r k e y  s a n d 
w ich ?” I shak e my head  at  her.  l he Jack has left  a b a d  t as t e  in my 
m o u t h  a n d  1 sp i t  in to  the  tall grass at  the  edge  o f  th e  fence .
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“S p i t  s t ays  in y o u r  m o u t h , ” A m y  says.

‘See,  t h i s  is t h e  c o u n t r y ,  t h o u g h , ” I say.  “ I t ’s o k a y  i f  y o u  

sp i t  in t h e  c o u n t r y .  I t ’s g o o d  f o r  t h e  soi l .

“ Real ly?  s h e  asks ,  b e l i e v i n g  m e  f o r  a s e c o n d  b e f o r e  I w i n k  

at  her .  A n d  t h e n ,  a l m o s t  b e f o r e  I r ea l i ze  I ’m  d o i n g  it ,  I r e a c h  o u t  

a n d  r u f f l e  h e r  h a i r  a l i t t l e  b i t  w i t h  m y  h a n d .  I t ’s a g e s t u r e  t h a t  

r e m i n d s  m e  o f  Ka t i e ,  b a c k  w h e n  s h e  wa s  s ma l l  a n d  s h e  a n d  G l a d y s  

a n d  I w e r e  all st i l l  l i v i n g  t o g e t h e r .  I r e m e m b e r  h e r  c l i m b i n g  i n t o  

b e d  b e t w e e n  us  e a c h  m o r n i n g ,  h o w  I'd r u f f l e  h e r  h a i r  a n d  t i ck l e  

h e r  a r m p i t s  u n t i l  s h e  wa s  k i c k i n g  so m u c h  t h a t  G l a d y s  w o u l d  give  

u p  a n d  ge t  o u t  o f  b e d .  B u t  t h e  m i n u t e  I t o u c h  A m y ,  s h e  f l i n c h e s  

a n d  s t e p s  away,  a m o t i o n  so s u d d e n  a n d  a l m o s t  v i o l e n t  t h a t  e v e n  

t h e  c o w s  s e e m  to s t o p  c h e w i n g  t o  n o t i c e  it.

“ M y  m o m  says  y o u  re n e v e r  s u p p o s e d  to  t o u c h  m e , ” s he  

says ,  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  g r o u n d .  “ N e v e r ,  n o t  ev e r . ”

“ We l l ,  y o u r  m o m  says  a l o t  o f  t h i n g s .  T h a t  d o e s n ' t  m a k e  

t h e m  t r u e . ” I c a n  feel  t h e  a n g e r  w e l l i n g  u p  in m e ,  c h o k i n g  m e  

in t h e  t h r o a t  a n d  b e h i n d  t h e  eyes ,  b u t  t h e r e ’s n o  s e n s e  i n  l e t t i n g  

it o u t  a t  A m y ;  s h e ’s j us t  a l i t t l e  gi r l  a f t e r  al l ,  a n d  o n l y  r e p e a t i n g  

w h a t  s h e ’s b e e n  t o l d .  I n s t e a d ,  I t r y  t o  s mi l e .  “ You k n o w  I ’ve g o t  

a l i t t l e  gi r l  t o o ,  r i gh t ?  Ka t i e .  S h e ’s e i g h t . ” I ge t  o u t  m y  w a l l e t  t o  

sec i f  I ve g o t  a p i c t u r e ,  b u t  t h e  o n l y  o n e  I h a v e  is all f r a y e d ,  a n d  

b e s i d e s  i t ’s at  l eas t  t w o  yea r s  o u t  o f  d a t e .  So i n s t e a d  I g r a b  a f ive 

o u t  o f  m y  b i l l f o l d  a n d  h a n d  it t o  Amy .  “ H e r e  y o u  g o , ” I say.  “ B u y  

y o u r s e l f  a real  i ce c r e a m  w h e n  y o u r  m a m a  isn' t  l o o k i n g .

S h e  l o o k s  d o w n  at  t h e  bi l l  in h e r  h a n d ,  t u r n s  it o v e r  o n c e  

o r  t w i c e  l i ke  s h e  d o e s n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  t o  m a k e  o f  it,  a n d  r e a c h e s  it 

b a c k  o u t  t o  me .  “ H e r e ,  s h e  says .  “ I d o n ' t  h a v e  a n y  p o c k e t s .

“ He l l ,  y o u  d o n ' t  n e e d  a p o c k e t , ” I say,  w i p i n g  a f i s t fu l  of  

s we a t  o u t  o f  m y  eyes .  “J u s t  f o l d  it u p  a n d  p u t  it in y o u r  s h o e  o r  

s o m e p l a c e . ”

S h e  k e e p s  o n  h o l d i n g  it o u t .  “ I c a n ' t ,  t h o u g h , ” s h e  says ,
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h e r  v o ic e  w h i n y ,  l ike  a t  a n y  s e c o n d  s h e  m i g h t  s t a r t  c r y i n g .  "I c a n ' t  

t a k e  m o n e y  f r o m  -  ” S h e  s t a r t s  to  say  “ f r o m  s t r a n g e r s , "  b u t  a t  t h e

last  s e c o n d  sh e  c h a n g e s  it to ,  “ F r o m  a n y o n e .
“ Wel l ,  I ’m n o t  a n y o n e , ” I say, f e e l i n g  m o r e  a n g r y  t h a n  I 

k n o w  1 s h o u l d .  “ I ’m y o u r  g o d d a m n e d  u n c l e . ” S h e  h a n d s  t h e  b i l l  

b a c k  to  m e  a n d  I toss  it i n t o  t h e  grass .  “ E i t h e r  y o u  t a k e  it  o r  t h e  

cow's ea t  i t , ” I say, t r y i n g  to  m a k e  l i g h t ,  l ike  1 m  j o k i n g .  Your  

c h o i c e .
I w a t c h  h e r  w a t c h i n g  t h e  f ive d o l l a r s  j u s t  s i t t i n g  t h e r e  in 

t h e  grass ,  t o s s i n g  b a c k  a n d  l o r t h  a l i t t l e  b i t  in t h e  h u m i d  b r e e z e .  

The s t e n c h  o f  c o w  is t h i c k  a r o u n d  us,  a n d  ye t  all 1 w a n t  to  d o  

r i g h t  now ,  in th i s  m o m e n t ,  is h o p  t h e  f e n c e  a n d  lose  m y s e l l  a m o n g  

t h e m ,  w r a p  m y  a r m s  a r o u n d  t h e m ,  l e an  m y  lace  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  

w a r m ,  b r o w n  s ide s ,  feel t h e i r  h e a r t s  v i b r a t i n g  d e e p  in t h e  c a v e r n s  

o l  t h e i r  b o d i e s .  B u t  i n s t e a d  I k e e p  o n  s t a n d i n g  t h e r e ,  w a t c h i n g  as 

A m y  s ta re s  a t  t h a t  m o n e y  w i t h  a l o o k  o n  h e r  lace  l ike  s h e  s t r y i n g  

to  d e c i d e  b e t w e e n  g o o d  a n d  ev il ,  l ife a n d  d e a t h ;  t h e n  s h e  t u r n s  

a w a y  a n d  h e a d s  b a c k  in t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  p a r t y ,  p i c k i n g  h e r  w a y  

c a r e f u l l y  to  k e e p  I r o m  g e t t i n g  h e r  t i g h t s  e v e n  d i r t i e r .  I k n o w  t h a t  

1 s h o u l d  say  s o m e t h i n g  to  h e r  r i g h t  t h e n .  M a y b e  I c o u l d  r e m i n d  

h e r  o f  t h e  g o o d  t i m e s  we  u s e d  to  h a v e  t o g e t h e r  o n c e ,  o r  as k  h e r  

a b o u t  s c h o o l .  B u t  i t ’s b e e n  t o o  l o n g  l o r  m e  to  k n o w  w h a t  to  say, 

a n d  so i n s t e a d  I ju s t  w a t c h  h e r  leave ,  t h e  w e i g h t  o l  h e r  a l m o s t  t o o  

s l i g h t  e v e n  to d i v i d e  t h e  grasses .  W h e n  s h e ’s a l m o s t  t o o  l a r  g o n e ,  

I cal l  a f te r  her .  “ Hey,  I say, c u p p i n g  m y  h a n d s  a r o u n d  m y  m o u t h .  

“ You w a n t  to  go  fo r  a r i d e ? ”

“ N o , ” she  ca l l s  b a c k .  T h e  A m y  1 r e m e m b e r  f r o m  t h e  

o ld  da ys  w as  a lw ays  ful l  o f  s t o r i e s  a n d  c h a t t e r ,  h e r  m o u t h  n e v 

er s t o p p e d  m o v i n g ,  b u t  n o w  s h e ’s l ike  a s m a l l e r  v e r s i o n  o f  h e r  

m o t h e r ,  all t e n s e  a n d  b u t t o n e d - u p ,  l ike  sh e  e v e n  l o r g e t s  h o w  to  

sm i l e .  I leel  t h e  J a c k  s l o s h i n g  a r o u n d  in m y  s t o m a c h  a n d  t o y  w i t h  

t h e  i dea  o f  p u k i n g ,  b u t  I k n o w  t h a t  w o u l d n ’t h e l p  m a t t e r s  m u c h ,

Cumming



so i n s t e a d  I jus t  b o u n d  a l o n g  a f t e r  he r  l ike a p u p p y  in t he  grass,  
s u r p r i s e d  at  m y  o w n  s peed .  She  just  s t a n d s  t he r e ,  w a t c h i n g  me  
c o m e ,  l ike s h e ’s t o o  s h o c k e d  to move .  I have  a b o u t  t wo  s e c o n d s  to 
d e c i d e  w h a t  I ’m g o i n g  to d o  w h e n  I get  to her.  I don ' t  w a n t  to go 
hack  to t h e  par ty ,  t ha t  m u c h  is for  sure .  Ma v i s  wil l  be all pi ssed 
at me  for  d r i n k i n g  a n d  l eav i ng  he r  a l one ,  l ike I 'm s uc h  an e m b a r 
r as s me n t  to her ,  w h e n  I ’m  t he  o n e  w h o  has  s p e n t  t he  w h o l e  day  
s h a k i n g  h a n d s  w i t h  n e a r - s t r a n g e r s ,  w o n d e r i n g  h o w  m a n y  o f  t h e m  
k n o w  t ha t  t he  d e a d  g u y  used  to s leep w i t h  m y  wife.

W h e n  I get  to Amy,  I p i ck  he r  up.  S h e ’s l i gh t e r  in m y  a r ms  
th an I w o u l d  have  e x p e c t e d ;  I p i ck  he r  u p  a n d  s wi n g  he r  a r o u n d  
t he  way  I used  to d o  w i t h  Ka t i e  w h e n  she  was  m a y b e  t h r e e  o r  four .  
I say, “ L e t ’s get  o u t  o f  here ,  go  for  a r ide ,  j us t  y o u  a n d  m e . ”

She  wa i t s  un t i l  I set  he r  d o w n ,  t oo  di zzy  f r o m hea t  a n d  
b o o z e  to s p i n  he r  a n y m o r e ,  a n d  t h e n  t akes  a s t ep  away.  “ T h i s  is a 
f u n e r a l , ’ she  says.  “ You c a n ’t j us t  l eave a f u n e r a l . ”

“Sure  you  c a n , ” I tell  her ,  h a p p i e r  t h a n  I k n o w  I o u g h t  to 
be  t h a t  she  at  least  s e e ms  to be c o n s i d e r i n g  t he  poss ibi l i ty .  “ He l l ,  
t he  b o d y ’s a l r e ady  in t h e  g r o u n d ,  r ight?  W h a t ’s he g o n n a  know?  
A n d  I h a p p e n  to k n o w  t ha t  he was  a p r e t t y  h i g  s o n o f a b i t c h  in t he  
first  p l ace  a n y w a y . ”

“ You c a n ’t say t h a t  a b o u t  d e a d  p e o p l e . ”

“ No?  I knee l  d o w n  in t he  tal l ,  s c r a t ch y  grass  so t h a t  I ’m 
p r ac t i c a l l y  at  he r  level .  Be t we e n  t he  r ow o f  p i n e  t rees  I can see 
p a t c h e s  of  t he  w a k e  stil l  g o i n g  o n ,  d a r k  s po t s  o f  b l ack  m o v i n g  
a r o u n d  t he  ya rd ,  h o t  a n d  b o r e d  h u t  u n w i l l i n g  or  u n a b l e  to leave.  
“ Wel l ,  I m sorry.  I was  r ude .  For g ive  m e . ”

“You s h o u l d  say, I beg  y o u r  p a r d o n .

“ I beg  y o u r  p a r d o n ,  t h e n . ” I r each o u t  m y  h a n d  for  her  to 
s ha ke  a n d  a f t e r  a s e c o n d ,  she  a c t ua l l y  t akes  it: j us t  t h e  f i nge r t i p s ,  
h u t  st i l l ,  i t ’s a s t a r t .  I d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t  it is a b o u t  thi s  k i d  t ha t  
ma ke s  it so i m p o r t a n t  for  me  to w i n  he r  over.  M o s t  k ids  w i t h  he r
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a t t i t u d e  I w o u l d  be  h a p p y  t e l l i n g  t o  j us t  f u c k  off .  M a y b e  i t s  all  

t h o s e  a f t e r n o o n s  we  u s e d  t o  s p e n d  in m y  t r u c k  t o g e t h e r  d r i v i n g  

a r o u n d .  T h o s e  w e r e  g o o d  a f t e r n o o n s .  I he  o n l y  o t h e r  t i m e  I ve 

eve r  b e e n  t h a t  h a p p y  was  w i t h  t h e  gi r l  1 l o v e d  w h e n  I wa s  t w e n t y ,  

t h e  o n e  w h o s e  p a r e n t s  c a l l e d  t h e  c o p s  o n  m e ,  a n d  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  

t i m e  t h e  i r o n y  o f  it h i t s  m e ,  t h a t  t h e  t w o  f e m a l e s  1 ve m o s t  l o v e d  

b e i n g  w i t h  in t h i s  l i fe a re  t h e  t w o  t h a t  I ve b e e n  f o r b i d d e n  t o  see.

“ I ll b u y  y o u  a n y t h i n g  y o u  w a n t ,  I tel l  her .  You w a n t  

s o m e  k i n d  of  t o f u  m i l k s h a k e ,  y o u  g o t  it.  I m  a l r e a d y  p i c t u r i n g  

he r  s i t t i n g  in t h e  c a b  b e s i d e  me ,  t h a t  l o n g  n a v y  b l u e  d r e s s  o f  h e r s  

b i l l o w i n g  a r o u n d  in t h e  w i n d  f r o m  t h e  o p e n  w i n d o w s .  1 p i c t u r e  

h e r  w i g g l i n g  o u t  o f  h e r  r i g h t s  a n d  t h r o w i n g  t h e m  in a s w e a t y  

b u n d l e  u n d e r  t h e  sea t .  I w o n d e r  h o w  l o n g  it w o u l d  t a k e  f o r  a n y 

o n e  to n o t i c e  w e ’re g o n e ,  h o w  far  we  c o u l d  ge t  b e f o r e  t h e  c o p s  

c a t c h  u p  w i t h  us:  t e n ,  t w e n t y ,  f i f ty mi l es?  I i m a g i n e  us  d r i v i n g  

all t h e  w a y  u p  a r o u n d  t h e  l ake  t o  C a n a d a ,  t o  t h e  l i t t l e  g r o u p  o f  

c r u d d y  c a b i n s  n e a r  N i a g a r a  Fal ls w h e r e  M a v i s  a n d  I w e n t  o n  o u r  

h o n e y m o o n .  T h e  c a b i n s  w e r e n ’t m u c h  t o  l o o k  at ,  it w a s  t r u e ,  b u t  

I ’d  s l eep  o n  t h e  s o g g y  c o u c h  a n d  g i ve  A m y  t h e  b e d ,  a n d  d u r i n g  

t h e  d a y  w e ’d w a l k  a r o u n d  w i t h  all o f  t h e  o t h e r  t o u r i s t s ,  t a k i n g  

p i c t u r e s  o f  t h e  fal ls a n d  d r i n k i n g  h o t  c h o c o l a t e .  “ You e v e r  b e e n  

t o  a wax  m u s e u m ? ’’ I a sk  her .  “ I k n o w  a p l a c e  w i t h  s o m e  o f  t h e  

b es t  wa x  m u s e u m s .  Y o u ’d s w e a r  t h o s e  b a s t a r d s  w e r e  rea l ,  s t a n d i n g  

t h e r e  l o o k i n g  at  y o u .  You w a n t  t o  g o ? ”

“ W h a t ’s a wa x  m u s e u m ? ” s h e  asks ,  s c r e w i n g  u p  h e r  n o s e .

“Ah ,  f o r g e t  it.  Y o u ’re p r o b a b l y  t o o  y o u n g  f o r  t h a t  k i n d  

o f  t h i n g  a n y wa y .  I l i ck m y  l ips  in t h e  h e a t ,  w i s h i n g  f o r  a d r i n k .  

“ W h a t  ar e  y o u  i n t o  t h e s e  days ,  a n y w a y ?  M a k e u p  a n d  b o y s  a n d  

s h i t ? ”

“ Boys? s he  says ,  a n d  l a u g h s ,  a n d  I feel  m y  s h o u l d e r s  r e 

lax.  Sh e  t h i n k s  a m i n u t e  a n d  says,  “ I t a k e  p i a n o  l e s s ons .  A n d  s o c 

cer,  e v e r y  M o n d a y ,  W e d n e s d a y ,  a n d  F r i d a y . ”
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I l augh .  “G o n n a  be a j ock ,  are  you?
“ W h a t ’s a j oc k ? ’
“ Like  an  a t h l e t e .

She  s h r u g s ,  b u t  she  l ooks  p r o u d .  “ I l ike p i a n o  be t t e r .
“ W h a t  a b o u t  s c h o o l ? ” 1 ask.  “ You stil l  l i k i ng  t h a t ? ”
She  s h r u g s  aga i n .  “All b u t  m a t h . ”

I t ’s nice ,  s i t t i n g  in t he  grass  t h i s  way,  c h a t t i n g  w i t h  her,  
b u t  I get  t he  f ee l i ng  t h a t  we  re r u n n i n g  o u t  o f  t i m e ,  l ike a n y  m i n 
u t e  n o w  s o m e o n e  f r o m  t he  par ty ,  G w e n d o l y n  or  Ma v i s  m a y b e ,  
is g o i n g  to  c o m e  l o o k i n g  for  us a n d  wo n ' t  l ike w h a t  t he y  f ind.  
“You sure  a b o u t  t h a t  ride: '  I ask her,  t r y i n g  to m a k e  m y  voi ce  as 
sof t  a n d  g e n t l e  as poss ib l e .  “ I d o n ’t k n o w  a b o u t  yo u ,  b u t  I ve ha d  
e n o u g h  f une r a l  to last  me  a l i f e t i me . ”

“ I II get  in t r o u b l e . ” She  c u t s  he r  eyes at  m e  t h e n  a n d  
adds ,  “ You' l l  ge t  in t r o u b l e . ”

“ For  wha t ?  G o i n g  for  a r ide?

“ W i t h  m e , ” s he  says,  s h a k i n g  he r  h e a d  l ike s h e ’s f r u s t r a t ed  
w i th m e  for  no t  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  “ For  g o i n g  o n  a r ide  w i t h  me.

“A n d  w h y  is t ha t ?  I f  y o u  re so s m a r t . ”

S h e  f idge t s  a l i t t l e ,  p u l l i n g  at  t he  s ides  o f  he r  t i gh t s ,  a n d  
t h e n  says,  in a vo i ce  ba re l y  a bove  a wh i s pe r ,  “ Be c a us e  y o u  re bad .

“ I m wh a t ?  I l ean closer ,  c u p  o n e  h a n d  a r o u n d  m y  ear,  
all of  t he  i nsec t s  in t he  f ield b u z z i n g  so l o u d  all o f  a s u d d e n  t ha t  
I c a n ’t tell if t he  s o u n d  is c o m i n g  f r o m  i ns i de  m y  o w n  head .  “ I ’m 
w h a t ,  l i t t l e  girl? S p e a k  u p . ”

“ B a d , ” s he  says,  a n d  thi s  t i m e  he r  l ip wo b b l e s .

“ B a d ? ” I s t a r t  l a u g h i n g  t h e n ,  be c a us e  I 've b e e n  ca l l ed  
m a n y  t h i n g s  in m y  life,  m o s t l y  by w o m e n ,  b u t  ne ve r  b a d ,  ne ve r  
s o m e t h i n g  so s i m p l e ,  a n d  yet  it h u r t s  m o r e  t h a n  p r e t t y  m u c h  a n y 
t h i n g  else t h a t  a n y b o d y  has  ever  said a b o u t  me.  “You d o n ’t k n o w  
a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  m e , ” I say.

But  t h e n  A m y  looks  u p  a n d  m e e t s  m y  eyes a n d  i t ’s l ike
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she does  k n o w  me,  l ike she can see every  b a d  t h i n g  1 ve eve r  d o n e ,  
every  r o t t e n  t h o u g h t  in s ide  of m y  ol d  d r u n k  h ea d .  It s m o r e  t h a n  

I can s t a n d ,  he r  l o o k i n g  at  me t h a t  way, so 1 w i p e  m y  h a n d s  ov er  
m y  swea ty  face so t h a t  she w o n t  have to see m e .  ^Mell, t h a t  s 
g re a t , ” I say, all sarcas t ic .  “ W h y  d o n t  y o u  get  a l o n g  o n  o u t  o f

here ,  t h e n ,  i f  I ’m so b a d ? ’
I look u p  a n d  s h e ’s still  s t a n d i n g  th e re ,  w a t c h i n g  m e  t h a t  

way. For a s e c o n d ,  all I w a n t  to d o  is h i t  her.  I ve nev e r  h i t  a 
w o m a n  in my life, b u t  1 im a g i n e  t h a t  th is  is w h a t  p e o p l e  are  fee l 
ing r ight  before  t h ey  do.  M y  h a n d s  s h ak e  w i t h  it. O e t  o u t  of 
h e r e , ” I say aga in ,  a n d  wave m y  h a n d s  a r o u n d  m y  h e a d  l ike  th e  
crazy p e r s o n  I k n o w  she  t h i n k s  I am .  “ B o o , ” I s h o u t ,  w a g g i n g  m y  
t o n g u e  at  her,  a n d  f inal ly  th is is e n o u g h  to get  h e r  to  t u r n  a n d  r u n  
back  in the  d i r e c t i o n  o f  th e  par ty ,  n o t  w o r r y i n g  a b o u t  k e e p i n g  h e r  
t i gh ts  c lean th is  t im e ,  jus t  r u n n i n g  l ike t h e  devi l  h i m s e l f  is a f te r  

her,  w h i c h  m ay b e ,  a c c o r d i n g  to her  at leas t,  he  is.

M av i s ’s r o o m  is l ike a s h r i n e  to he r  c h i l d h o o d ,  t h o u g h  h e r  m o t h e r  
has m a d e  a n o d  to c h a n g e  by m o v i n g  th e  n i g h t s t a n d  o u t  f r o m  b e 
twee n the  tw o  tw in  beds  a n d  p u s h i n g  t h e m  nex t  to  ea ch  o t h e r  so 
t h a t  th ey  are a l m o s t ,  b u t  n o t  q u i t e ,  t o u c h i n g .  I h o p  o n t o  o n e  o f  th e  
beds  a n d  wai t  for  Mav is ,  w h o  goes  i n t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  a n d  c o m e s  
a few m i n u t e s  l a te r  w e a r i n g  he r  n i g h t g o w n ,  h e r  h a i r  b r u s h e d  i n t o  

a f luffy b r o w n  c l o u d  a r o u n d  he r  s h o u l d e r s .  She still  i sn’t t a l k i n g  
to  me.  O n e  g reat  t h i n g  a b o u t  Mav is  is t h a t  s h e ’s n o t  t h e  t y p e  o f  
w o m a n  to p lay  gam es ,  to tell yo u  e v e r y t h i n g ’s f ine  w h e n  i t ’s n o t ,  

a n d  s h e ’s also n o t  o n e  to h o l d  a g ru d g e .  O n e  n i g h t  we g o t  i n t o  a 
d i scu ss io n  a b o u t  c h i l d r e n  a n d  I to ld  h e r  I w a s n ’t s u r e  i f  I w a n t e d  
a n o t h e r  o n e  o r  even if I ever  w o u l d ,  a n d  she  c r i e d ,  b u t  she  sti l l  
let me h o ld  her ;  she c u r l e d  he r  b o d y  a r o u n d  m i n e  a n d  let  m e  p u t
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m y  c h i n  o n  t h e  t o p  o f  h e r  h e a d  w h i l e  s h e  b r e a t h e d  s l o w l y  t o  c a l m  

h e r s e l f  d o w n .  T o n i g h t ,  t h o u g h ,  s h e  c l i m b s  i n t o  t h e  o t h e r  t w i n  

b e d  a n d  s n a p s  o f f  t h e  l i g h t  l i ke  s h e ’s t e n  y e a r s  o l d  a g a i n ,  l i ke  I ’m 

n o t  e v e n  l y i n g  t h e r e  o n  t h e  o t h e r  b e d ,  f u l l y  d r e s s e d ,  w a t c h i n g  her .

I t ’s b e e n  t o o  l o n g  s i n c e  I s l e p t  in a t w i n - s i z e d  b e d ,  a n d  

it feel s  d i s t u r b i n g l y  l i ke  l y i n g  in a t o o - n a r r o w  b o x .  N e x t  t o  m e ,  

i n c h e s  away ,  M a v i s  is s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  c e i l i n g ,  b r e a t h i n g .  “ Y o u ’re n o t  

b e i n g  fair ,  I w h i s p e r ,  n o t  e v e n  s u r e  w h a t  I ’m in t r o u b l e  for ,  b u t  

s h e  d o e s n ’t s ay  a n y t h i n g  h a c k .  I t ’s o d d ,  s l e e p i n g  in M a v i s ’s o l d  

b e d ,  s u r r o u n d e d  by  h e r  o l d  s t u f f e d  a n i m a l s  a n d  t r o p h i e s ,  l i s t e n 

i ng  t o  t h e  f l o o r b o a r d s  c r e a k  as h e r  m o t h e r  m o v e s  a r o u n d  in t h e  

n e x t  r o o m ,  g e t t i n g  r e a d y  f o r  b e d .  I w o n d e r  w h a t  M a v i s  wa s  t h i n k 

i n g  a b o u t  all  o f  t h e  n i g h t s  t h a t  s h e  s t a r e d  u p  a t  t h i s  c e i l i n g ,  h u g 

g i n g  t h e  d o l l s  t h a t  n o w  si t  in an  a n t i q u e  r o c k i n g  c h a i r  a g a i n s t  o n e  

wa l l .  I f  it w e r e  d a y l i g h t ,  I c o u l d  see  t h e  s k e l e t o n s  o f  t h e  o l d  s t eel  

mi l l s  f r o m  h e r  w i n d o w ,  t h e  s a m e  r u s t e d  g r a y  as t h e  w i n t e r  sky.  

M a y b e  i t ’s t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  t r a i n s  m o a n i n g  in t h e  d i s t a n c e ,  b u t  

b e i n g  h e r e  a l w a y s  m a k e s  m e  feel  l one l y ,  e v e n  w h e n  M a v i s  a n d  I 

a r e  g e t t i n g  a l o n g .  I l o o k  o v e r  a t  M a v i s  t o  say  s o m e t h i n g ,  b u t  t h e n  

I see  t h a t  s h e ’s c r y i n g .  At  f i r s t  I t h i n k  i t ’s o u t  o f  a n g e r ,  b u t  h e r  

s h o u l d e r s  a r e  s h a k i n g  t o o  h a r d ,  l i ke  s h e  d o e s n ’t c a r e  i f  I see h e r  

o r  n o t ,  a n d  t h e n  I k n o w  t h a t  i t ’s a b o u t  m o r e  t h a n  m e .  It o c c u r s  

t o  m e  t h a t  m a y b e  s h e  l ef t  o u t  a p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y  a b o u t  t h e  d e a d  

u n c l e  w h e n  s h e  t o l d  it t o  m e ,  t h a t  m a y b e  s h e  wa s  in l ove  w i t h  

h i m  t o o ,  all o f  t h o s e  ye a r s  a g o ,  w h e n  s h e  a n d  I w e r e  t e e n a g e r s  in 

t w o  d i f f e r e n t  b e d s  in t w o  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  s t a t e ,  l i v i n g  t w o  

c o m p l e t e l y  d i f f e r e n t  l ives ,  e a c h  of  us  m a k i n g  o u r  o w n  m i s t a k e s .  I 

t h i n k  t h a t  m a y b e  s h e  h a s  b e e n  t r y i n g  t o  tel l  m e  t h i s ,  i n h e r  o w n  

way,  all d a y  l o n g .  I w a n t  t o  tel l  h e r  t h a t  I u n d e r s t a n d .  S o m e t i m e s  

w h e n  I ge t  l o w  I ge t  t o  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  t h a t  gi r l  I l ov e d ,  t h e  o n e  

w h o s e  f a t h e r  g o t  m e  i n t o  t r o u b l e ,  a n d  h o w  s h e  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  

t h e  o n l y  p e r s o n  I ’ve l ov e d  w h o  e v e r  t r u l y  l o v e d  m e  b a c k .  M a y b e
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Mavis feels the same way abou t  the uncle . M aybe  there  s p len ty  
we shou ld  have been tel l ing each o ther  abou t  ourselves  all a long,  
that  just  because we don  t wan t  to r em e m be r  s o m e t h in g  doesn t 
mean it goes away. So I wai t a m inu te ,  unt i l  her c ry ing  dies d ow n  
a lit tle,  and then I reach for my wife in her c h i l d h o o d  bed ,  reach 
out  across the few inches that  have sp ru n g  up suddenly ,  wide  as 

a valley, between us.

24 Cumming
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