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THE SECRET OF CARTWHEELS 

By Patricia Henley 

 

 

 

 

The Winesap trees along the road were skeletal in the early evening light. I stared out the school bus 

window and cupped like a baby chick the news I looked forward to telling Mother: I’d decided on 

my confirmation name. 

“What’s nine times seven?” Jan Mary said. 

“Sixty-three,” I said. Joan. That was Mother’s confirmation name, and I wanted it to be mine 

as well. She’d told me it was a name of strength, a name to carry you into battle. 

“I tore my cords,” Christopher said. He stood in the aisle, bracing himself with one hand on 

the chrome pole beside the driver, who wore a baseball cap and a big plaid mackinaw. 

The bus driver sang, “Don’t sit under the apple tree with anyone else but me.” I knew we 

were nearing our stop, the end of the route, whenever the driver sang this song. We were the last 

ones on the bus. Although the heater was chuffing hard, frost in the shape of f lames curled along 

the edges of the windows. 

“Sweet dreams,” the driver said, as we plodded down the slippery steps of the school bus. 

  Aunt Opal’s pale green Cadillac was parked at an odd angle near the woodshed. I knew 

something was wrong—she never drove out from Wenatchee to visit in the winter. I remembered 

what our mother had told me the night be- fore. Before bedtime we all lined up to kiss her good 

night, and when my turn came, she’d said, “There are signs in life. Signs that tell you what you have 

to do. “Her voice had frightened me. I didn’t want to hear what she had to say. 
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Jan Mary said, “Who’s that?” Her knit gloves were soggy, her knees chapped above slipping 

down socks. 

“Aunt Opal,” Christopher said. His voice was dead and I knew he knew and understood. 

Our breath came in blue blossoms in the cold, cutting air, and a light went on in the living room. I 

didn’t want to go in, but I kept trudging through the snow. 

Inside, everything was in its place, but our mother was gone, which made the house seem 

cold and empty. Four-year-old Suzanne stood on the heat register, her grubby chenille blanket a 

cape around her shoulders. Her hair had been recently brushed, and she wore plastic barrettes, a 

duck on one side, a bow on the other. When I remember those years at home, this is one of the 

things I focus on, how nothing ever matched, not sheets, not barrettes, not cups and saucers, not 

socks. And sometimes I think the sad and petty effort to have matching things has been one of the 

chief concerns of my adult life. Aunt Opal perched uneasily on a ladder-back chair with the baby, 

Laura Jean, on her lap. Laura Jean, eyes roving, held her own bottle of milk, and when she saw me, 

her look latched on to me and she stopped sucking and squirmed and kicked. Her plastic bottle 

clunked onto the floor. Aunt Opal’s white wool pantsuit stretched tightly across her fat thighs. Her 

teased hair stood hard and swirled. Ill-at-ease, she shifted her weight gingerly as though she might 

get dirty. I thought I saw pity in her eyes, and I looked away. Christopher and Jan Mary hung back 

by the kitchen door, Christopher banging his metal lunch box softly against his leg. 

“Where’s our mother?” I said, scooping Laura Jean away from Aunt Opal. “Now I hate to 

have to be the bearer of bad tidings,” she began. “I know this will be hard on you children. I don’t 

know what your mother was thinking of.” She got up and stalked over to Suzanne, her spike heels 

dragging on the linoleum. 
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“Just tell me where she is.” The baby stiffened in my arms. This was the first time I’d ever 

issued a command to a grown-up, and I felt both powerful and worried. Without our mother there, I 

was suddenly older. 

Aunt Opal took a few seconds to adjust one of Suzanne’s barrettes. “At the VA hospital,” 

she said. “She’s sick. Surely, you must have known? She needs a rest. She’s gone away and left you.” 

Christopher and Jan Mary went meek as old dogs into the living room and turned on the 

television. I snugged the baby into her high chair, wrapped a receiving blanket around her bare legs, 

and began peeling potatoes for supper. Suzanne sat in her miniature rocker, holding a Dr. Seuss 

book upside down and mouthing the words she knew by heart. I remember thinking if we could just 

have an ordinary supper, do our homework, fold the laundry, say our prayers, then it would be all 

right with mother away. We might feel as though she’d just gone through the orchard to visit a 

neighbor, and that she might return at any moment. 

“You’ll have places to go, of course,” Aunt Opal said, lighting the gas under the stale 

morning coffee. The sulfurous smell of the match lingered. 

“Places?” 

“Christopher can stay with Grandma and Grandpa. Janice will take the baby.” 

“We’ll stay here together,” I said. 

“Roxanne,” she said, pouring coffee into a flowered teacup. “You can’t stay here alone with 

all these children.” 

I remember feeling small and powerless then, and I saw that I still needed to be taken care 

of—in fact, wanted to be taken care of—but I did not think I would be. I had no trust in anyone, 

and when you are a child feeling this way, every day becomes a swim through white water with no 

life jacket. Many years went by before I allowed myself to wonder where my father was during this 

time. 
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“How long will we be gone?” I said. 

“It’s hard to say,” Aunt Opal said, sighing. “It’s really hard to say.” 

I was thirteen, Christopher twelve, and Jan Mary eight. We went to St. Martin’s and rode the 

public school bus home, aware of our oddity—Christopher’s salt-and-pepper cords instead of jeans, 

the scratchy scapulars against our chests, the memorization of saints’ names and days and deeds. 

The week before our mother went away, I had stayed home from school twice, missing play 

auditions and report card day. She had written excuses on foolscap: Please excuse Roxanne from 

school yesterday. I needed her at home. 

Our father worked in another state. The house was isolated, out in the country; our nearest 

neighbor lived a mile away. During the summer I loved where we lived—the ocean of apple blooms, 

the muted voices of the Spanish-speaking orchard workers, the wild berries, like deep black fleece 

along the railroad tracks. Winters were another story. We heated with wood, and the fine wood ash 

smudged our schoolbooks, our clothes and linens, our wrists and necks. The well was running dry, 

and we children shared our bath water. By my turn the water was tepid and gray. Our mother fed 

the fire, waking sometimes twice in the night to keep it going, and her hands and fingers were 

cracked, swollen. I wanted to cry whenever I looked at them. The loneliness was like a bad smell in 

the house. In the evening while the others, the younger ones, watched I Love Lucy, she sipped Jack 

Daniel’s from a jelly glass and told me her secrets, plucking me from childhood’s shore. Very late, 

when the others had gone to bed, she’d curse our father in a whisper. One night, when she had filled 

that jelly glass for the third time, and wanted company, she told me about her true love, a woman 

she’d known in the WACS during the war when they worked together in the motor pool in Dayton, 

Ohio. You can learn too much too soon about your mother’s past. The weight of her concerns 

made me turn from her and wish that something would save us from the life we shared with her. I 

couldn’t make the wish while watching her split and bleeding hands light a cigarette. But later, lying 
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confused and rigid in the double bed I shared with cuddling Jan Mary and Suzanne, I wished that 

our mother would go away. 

 

 

All of the moving took place at night. Aunt Opal drove Suzanne, Jan Mary, and me up the Entiat 

River to Entiat Home, a place local people called the orphans’ home, but in truth the children there 

were not orphans but children whose parents could not care for them. The frozen river glittered in 

the moon- light. The fir trees rode in dark procession along the far bank. I sat in the front seat, a 

privilege of the oldest. The car was vast and luxurious and foreign. Most of the way, no one spoke. 

Finally, from the cavernous backseat, Suzanne said, “Where’s the baby?” 

Don’t ask, I thought, don’t ask. I tried to send this silent message to Suzanne, but she didn’t 

get it. Blood beat in my head. 

“Laura Jean might need us,” she said. 

“Laura will be fine. Fine, fine,” Aunt Opal said. “She’s with your cousin Janice, who has 

another baby for her to play with.” 

Her jolly voice made me feel as though someone was hugging me too hard, painfully. When 

we’d left Christopher at Grandma and Grandpa Swanson’s I’d felt sick to my stomach, not because I 

would be separated from him—no— but because I wanted to stay there too. I wanted to cling to 

Grandma Swanson and say, Take me, keep me. But I was the oldest. I didn’t cling and cry. 

I would miss Christopher. We had fallen into the habit of sitting in the unfinished knotty-pine 

pantry, after our baths and the dishes were done, listening to the high-school basketball games on 

the staticky radio. We knew the players’ names and numbers .Together we had anticipated the 

mystery of going to high school. 
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Aunt Opal turned slowly into the uphill drive, which was lined with billows of snow. The 

dark was my comfort—I didn’t want to see everything at once. We parked in front of a red brick 

house with two wrought iron lamps beside the neatly shoveled steps. Silence leaped at us when Aunt 

Opal shut off the engine. The place seemed a last outpost before the black and convoluted 

mountains, the Cascades, which, I imagined, went slanted and ragged to the sea. Then quickly, 

nimbly, a man and woman came coatless down the steps and opened the car doors, greeting us as 

though we were their own children returning home. The woman was thin and wore pearls and a 

skirt and sweater. The man had hair as black as an eggplant. Their voices were cheerful, but they 

kept their hands to themselves, as though they knew we would not want to be touched by strangers. 

One moment we were in the dark, the car, the winter mountain air; the next, all three of us 

were ushered into the blinding white room, which was like a hospital room, with white metal 

cupboards, white metal cots, and every- thing amazingly clean and shiny under the fluorescent lights, 

cleaner even than Grandma Swanson’s house. We sat on the edge of one cot without speaking to 

one another. Snow dripped in dirty puddles from our saddle oxfords. The floor was black and white 

like a checkerboard. In the hallway, out of sight, Aunt Opal spoke with the man and woman—“well 

behaved,” I heard her say—and then she departed with all the speed and indifference of a UPS 

driver. Through a tall window in the room I watched her headlights sweep across the cinnamon bark 

of a ponderosa pine. From someplace far away in the house came Christmas carols, wreathed in 

pure recorded voices. My body played tricks on me; my head hurt; my stomach knotted in an acid 

snarl. 

Suzanne growled in a baby way she had when she was tired or angry. I pulled her onto my 

lap and she sucked her thumb. Consoling her was my only source of reassurance. Jan Mary stamped 

the dirty puddles with the toe of her shoe. “How will we get to school?” she said. 

“We’ll go to a different school.” “I don’t want to.” 
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“We don’t always get to do what we want,” I said, shocked at the way I parroted our mother. 

The woman in the pearls came into the bright room and leaned over us, one arm around Jan 

Mary’s back. 

“I’m Mrs. Thompson,” she said. Her words were stout with kindness, which seemed a 

warning to me, as though she could hurt me, and she smelled good, like flowery cologne. She’s 

someone’s perfect mother, I thought. 

“You’ll need baths before bedtime, girls,” she said. She strode to the oak door across the 

room and opened it, then switched on the bathroom light. “You have your own pajamas?” 

“Yes,” I said, nodding in the direction of the cardboard Cream of Wheat carton, which held 

my clothes. Each of us had packed a carton with our best things. “You can help your sisters bathe, 

Roxanne,” she said. “Then I’ll check your heads for lice.” 

  “Our mother wouldn’t allow that,” I said.  

“What did you say?” 

“Our mother wouldn’t allow us to have lice,” I said. My voice seemed inordinately loud. 

“It’s just our policy,” she said. “Now get moving. It’s late.” 

We bedded down the first night in that same room, on the single cots made up with coarse 

cotton sheets and cream-colored wool blankets with a navy stripe around the edge. The light from 

the hallway bridged the high transom of the closed door, and I didn’t sleep for a long time. Our 

presence there rebuked our mother, and I felt that humiliation as keenly as though I were she. I kept 

thinking, We’ll be better when we go home—we’ll work harder, knock down the cobwebs more 

often, check Jan Mary’s homework, throw out the mismatched socks. Keeping domestic order was, 

inexplicably, bound up with being god-blessed. The fantasies that lulled me to sleep were of 

cupboards packed with thick folded towels, full cookie jars, an orderly abundance like perpetual fire 

against the night. 
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The next morning I lay there, warm but wet, with the covers up to my neck. Suzanne and 

Jan Mary were still asleep. A cat meowed urgently in the hallway. The windows were long and 

divided into panes of wavy old glass. Outside it was snowing; the dry, fine net of winter. There was 

an old cottonwood tree in the yard that had been struck by lightning some time ago. 

The split in the main trunk had been girdled with an iron band; it had healed, and now the 

scar tissue bloomed over the edge of the metal ring. I wondered what time it was and what would 

happen next. The procedure of moving, being dropped off like a litter of kittens, had been bad 

enough, and now I had to admit I’d wet the bed. I dreaded telling someone, but wanted to get it 

over with. 

I thought of Mary in The Secret Garden and the way her spite protected her. I remembered the 

places I’d read the book: on the school steps at recess in second grade, under the cooling arms of a 

juniper tree when I was eleven. My own spite and anger could not protect me. They were repulsive 

thoughts I couldn’t bear to admit to myself, because then I’d have to admit them to the priest. I’d 

told him once that I’d wished our mother would go away. I’d wished it for my birthday, which 

seemed to magnify the sin. He did not understand the power of wishes, and for penance he gave me 

a mere five Hail Marys. And now our mother was gone and I tried to imagine her inside the VA 

Hospital, but I could only picture the rusted iron bars, the flaking pink stucco walls. It was down by 

the Columbia River. The summer I was ten, a male patient people called a crazy had deliberately 

walked into the river and drowned. 

The door opened, Mrs. Thompson peeked in, and Jan Mary and Suzanne sat up in their cots, 

their choppy hair all askew, eyes puffy with sleep. 

“Time to get up, ladies,” Mrs. Thompson said. She wore a robe of some soft peach fabric. 

“Snow,” Suzanne announced. 
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I threw back the covers, and the cool air sliced through my wet pajamas and chilled me. I 

forced myself to slither across the floor. 

“Mrs. Thompson,” I said officiously, as though I spoke of someone else, “I’ve wet the bed.” 

“Oh?” 

“What shall I do?” 

She stepped into the room and closed the door. “Does this happen often?” 

She walked to my cot, with me close behind. 

“Roxie wet the bed, Roxie wet the bed,” Jan Mary sang. 

I flung her a murderous glare, which silenced her at once. “Sometimes,” I said vaguely. By 

this time I had no feelings in the matter. I’d killed them, the way you track down a mud dauber and 

squash him. 

Mrs. Thompson quickly jerked the sheets from the bed and carried them into the bathroom, 

holding them at arm’s length from her peachy robe. 

“Please,” I said. “Let me.” 

She dumped the sheets in the tub. “Run cold water on them. Add your pajamas. Rinse them 

good. Ask your sister to help you wring them out and then hang them over this shower curtain. 

When they dry, we’ll put them in the dirty laundry.” I felt I’d depleted whatever good will there’d 

been between us. The entire six months at Entiat I followed this routine. I managed to keep from 

wetting the bed four times in that six months, by what miracle I could not tell. I tried prayers and 

wishes, not drinking after six in the evening. Nothing worked. I lived in the Little Girls’ House, 

though my age was borderline— they could have assigned me to the Big Girls’ House. And every 

day all the little girls knew what I’d done when they saw my slick and gelid sheets hanging like 

Halloween ghosts in the bathroom. 
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Mrs. Hayes, the dorm mother of the Little Girls’ House, had two immense tomcats, Springer 

and Beau, whose claws had been removed. They lived like kings, always indoors. Everyone called the 

dorm mother Gabby Hayes behind her back. She was in her fifties and smelled of gardenias and 

cigarette smoke. Her lipstick was thick and cakey, the color of clay flowerpots. She prided herself on 

her hair—it was coppery and resembled scrubbing pads we used in the kitchen. If someone broke 

the rules, she would announce to the group at large. “That’s not allowed here.” The chill in her voice 

always arrested the deviant. 

Life in the Little Girls’ House was orderly, neat, regulated. Before school in the morning, we 

did our chores, young ones polishing the wooden stairs, older ones carting the laundry in duffle bags 

to the laundry building. Some were assigned kitchen duty, others bathrooms. Everyone, down to the 

four- year-olds, had work to do. I was impressed with the efficiency and equanimity with which 

work was accomplished. I wrote letters to our mother, in my experimental loopy left-hand slant, 

suggesting job charts on the refrigerator, new systems we could invent to relieve her of her crushing 

burden. 

There were twenty-three of us, Jan Mary and Suzanne naturally gravitated toward others their age. 

They slept away from the oldest girls in a drafty long hall near Mrs. Hayes’s apartment. Our family 

ties were frayed, and I was genuinely surprised when I met Jan Mary’s musing blue eyes in 

recognition across the dinner table. She seemed to be saying How in the world did we arrive here?  

The first day at the new school I was issued a faded blue cotton bloomer for PE. At St. 

Martin’s, PE had meant softball on the playground. At the new school the locker room was my 

personal hell: the body smells, the safety-pinned bras, the stained slips, the hickeys, the pubic hair 

growing wild down our thighs. Sister Michael had always told us not to look at ourselves when we 

bathed, to be ashamed and vigilant. In the locker room we girls were elbow to elbow in the narrow 

aisle beside the dented pink lockers. 
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“What is your problem?” 

  “The F word. That’s all he knows these days.”  

“My mother won’t let me.” 

“Bud’s getting a car for his birthday.” 

Their conversations shimmered around me like a beaded curtain. We couldn’t help but see 

one another—our new breasts, our worn underwear— but the talk kept us on another plane, a place 

above the locker room, where we could pretend we weren’t totally vulnerable, absolutely displayed. 

Georgia Cowley, a squat freckled woman, ruled that class with a cruel hand. When I entered the gym 

for the first time, she waved sharply in my direction and I went over to her. 

“Name?”  

“Roxanne Miller.” 

“We’re tumbling, Roxanne Miller,” she said, writing something on her clipboard. “You ever 

tumbled?” 

“No, ma’am.” I looked at the girls casually turning cartwheels, blue blurs, on the hardwood 

floor. My hope of fading into the wrestling mats for the hour fluttered like a candle in a storm. 

“Come out here with me,” she said. 

I followed her to the sweaty red mat in front of the stage. 

“We start with forward rolls. Squat down.” 

I squatted, glancing desperately around to see if there was someone I could imitate. All 

motion had wound down, and the girls were gathered in gossip knots, chattering and watching me 

with slitted eyes. I remember staring at Miss Cowley’s gym shoes; there were dried tomato seeds on 

the toes. 

“Tuck your head. Now one foot forward, hands on the mat.” 
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She gave me a little shove to propel me forward. I fell sideways, my pale thigh plopping 

fishlike on the floor. The girls giggled and hot tears swelled in my head. The seconds on the floor 

expanded, seemed to go on forever. 

“Get up,” she said. “Sit over there on the bleachers for a while and watch. You’ll get the 

hang of it.” Then she blew her chrome whistle, and the girls lined up to do their forward rolls. 

On the bleachers, a Negro girl from Entiat, Nadine, slid next to me, sighing hard. “Got the 

curse,” she said. “I’m sitting out.” 

  “You can sit out?” 

“Sure ’nough.” She scratched her skinny calf. “You know the secret of cart- wheels, 

Roxanne?” 

“No,” I said; interested, thinking there might be some secret I could learn from her, some 

intellectual knowledge that I could translate into body knowledge. 

“Catch yourself before you kill yourself,” she whispered, as she retied her sneaker. “Catch 

yo-self.” And then she leaped up and turned a few, flinging herself in to them with her own peculiar 

flick of her pink palms above her nappy head. 

“Jefferson,” Cowley barked. “Sit down and keep quiet.” 

For the rest of gym period, Nadine and I wrote messages on each other’s backs, using our 

index fingers like pencils through the scratchy blue bloomer blouses. 

At Christmas we were farmed out. I do not know how these decisions were made. Certainly 

I don’t remember being asked where I would like to go for Christmas. Suzanne went with Mr. and 

Mrs. Thompson. Jan Mary was taken by Aunt Opal. I went to stay with the family of Darla Reamer, 

who had been our neighbor for five years. Darla was two years older than I was. When I’d been in 

fifth grade and Darla in seventh, we rode the school bus together and wrote love notes to one 

another using a special language we’d developed, lispish baby talk in writing. Later that year she 
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chose another girl as her best friend and left me miserable. Going to spend Christmas with her and 

her family, enduring their charity, was like an arduous school assignment I had to survive to attain 

the next grade. Her mother gave me a Shetland sweater and a jar of Pacquins hand cream. Her 

father took me out in the wind-crusted snowy field to see his apiary. We went to church, and those 

brief moments kneeling in the oak pew and at the altar, with its star-like poinsettias, were the only 

familiarity and peace I experienced. Darla spent many hours on the telephone with Julia, the one 

who’d taken my place. I was relieved when Mr. Reamer drove me back to Entiat on Christmas night. 

Many girls were still away and Mrs. Hayes let me stay up late. I drank hot chocolate alone in the 

dining room and wrote our mother a letter of false cheer and fantasy about the future. 

  

 

In the older girls’ sleeping quarters, after lights out, under cover of dark, some girls took turns 

revealing fears, shames, wishes expressed as truth. When this talk began, their voices shifted from 

the usual shrill razzmatazz repartee about hairstyles, boys at school, and who’d been caught 

smoking. They spoke in church whispers. 

“My mother tore my lip once. I have five stitches.”  

“My father’s coming to get me on my birthday.” 

I didn’t participate in this round-robin, but instead lay on my stomach, my pillow buckled 

under my chest, and watched the occasional gossamer thread of headlights on the river road. 

It seemed there was so much freedom and purpose—a will at work—in night travel. Their 

talk was sad and low, and I, in my isolation, dreamed of going away, of having the power, the 

inestimable power, to say I’m leaving. Boys could somehow run away and make it, survive. But 

everyone knew that a girl’s life was over if she ran away from home, or whatever had become home, 

whatever sheltered her from ruin. 
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Some nights, if we heard the rush of Mrs. Hayes’s shower, we would sing in our thin voices a 

maudlin song that was popular at the time—“Teen Angel.” One night the community of singing 

gave me courage, and after the song faded, I said, “I saw my mother hit my father with a belt.” 

As one they sucked in their breath. Then Nadine said, “No wonder your mama in the 

hospital, girl.” 

And the others laughed, a false, tentative snicker. I hated Nadine at that moment and felt 

heartbroken in my hate. I’d always tried to be nice to her, because our mother had said they were 

just like everyone else inside. 

On Valentine’s Day, we received a crumpled package wrapped in a brown grocery sack and 

tied with butcher twine. Inside was a cellophane bag of hard candy hearts stamped BE MINE and I 

LOVE YOU. Our mother had enclosed three penny valentines and on mine she wrote, “I’m home 

now with Laura Jean and Christopher. See you soon.” She was home! I’d given up on mail from her, 

but I’d kept writing. I tried to imagine her there with Christopher and the baby, without me to help 

her, and the thought made me feel invisible, unnecessary in the world. Don’t think about it, I said to 

myself, and I began then the habit of blocking my thoughts with that simple chant. Don’t think 

about it. 

 

 

In April, we were allowed to go home for a weekend. 

“Your neighbor’s here,” Mrs. Hayes whispered in my ear, early that Saturday morning. “Help 

your sisters dress. I’ll give him a tour while he’s waiting.”  

I had a great deal to be excited about: seeing Christopher, going to our old church, being 

with our mother. Our mother. Her life without me was a puzzle, with crucial pieces missing. I had 

high hopes about going home. Our mother was well; everyone—Mrs. Hayes, Mr. Reamer—said so. 
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We met him by his pickup truck. His khakis were spattered with pastel paint; he said he’d 

been painting his bee boxes. We fell into silence on the drive home. The thought surfaced, like the 

devil’s tempting forefinger, that though we were only an hour’s drive from our mother, we hadn’t 

seen her since that morning in December when we went to school not knowing life would be 

irrevocably changed by the time we returned home. Did she know that morning that she wouldn’t 

see us for four months? 

Spring was alive down in the valley. The daffodil leaves were up along the driveway, though 

the f lowers were still just pale shadows of memory, curled tightly and green. Mr. Reamer parked his 

pickup truck and sat hunched, arms folded across the steering wheel, waiting for us to get out. 

We were all shy, bashful, and I hung back, urging Jan Mary and Suzanne forward with little 

pushes on their shoulder blades. 

Jan Mary flinched and said meanly, “Don’t push.”  

“Don’t spoil it now,” I said. 

And we three walked forward in a solemn row down the gravel drive toward the house. We 

wore our next-best dresses. Mine was a taffeta plaid with a smocked bodice and a sash, and I’d worn 

my cream-colored knee-highs, saving my one pair of nylons for Sunday morning. I hadn’t wanted to 

go home in nylons—they were a new addition to my sock drawer and I was afraid our mother would 

say I was growing up too fast. The house looked the same, sagging at the roof comers, the gray paint 

blistering along the bottom of the door. It was a sunny day. Darla Reamer’s cocker spaniel came 

yapping out the drive, flipping and bouncing the way cockers do. As we drew near the house, I saw 

that Darla was sitting with our mother in that small patch of grass in front of the house. Someone 

had put a wooden cable spool there for a table, and Darla and Mother sat near each other in lawn 

chairs. Darla was painting Mother’s fingernails. 

“Here come my girls,” Mother said, waving her free hand. 
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Music was on inside the house and we could hear it through the open window: you made me 

love you. I didn’t know what to do with Darla there. I’d imagined our mother embracing us, 

welcoming us, with significance. My heart shrank in disappointment, a rancid feeling, everything 

going sour at once. Suzanne, being only four, went right up to our mother and slipped her little arms 

around her neck and kissed her cheek. Jan Mary said, “Will you do mine, too, Darla?” 

Laura Jean started crying from somewhere in the house. Mother, startled, rose partway from 

her chair and then sank back, waving her wet fingernails and looking helplessly at Darla. There was a 

raw, clean smell about the yard, like cornsilk when you go outside to shuck corn in the summer 

dusk. Darla looked older, in a straight linen skirt with a kick pleat in the back. She had on slim flats 

and tan-tinted nylons. Her hair was in a French roll. 

“I’ll get her,” Darla said, and she went in the house, letting the screen door slam. Suzanne 

was close on her heels. 

Mother pulled me near, her arm around my waist. “How’s my big girl?” she asked. She’d had 

her black hair frizzed in a permanent wave and her nails were painted fire-engine red. With one hand 

she shook a Lucky from the pack on the table. A glass of whiskey and melting ice was on the ground 

beside her chair. Her knuckles looked pink, but the cuts and splits were healed. 

“Fine,” I said. 

“Darla’s been helping me,’ she said. 

I held my breath to keep from crying. 

I felt exhausted, not the clean exhaustion of after-dark softball but a kind of weariness; I was 

worn out with the knowledge that life would be different, but not in the way I had imagined or 

hoped. I didn’t want to forgive her for being the way she was, but you have to forgive your mother. 

She searched my eyes and tried to make some long-ago connection, sweet scrutiny, perhaps the way 

she’d looked at me when I was a new baby, her first baby. I looked away. Jan Mary gnawed delicately 
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at her cuticles. Christopher came around the comer of the house swinging his Mickey Mantle bat, his 

leather mitt looped on his belt. The new spring leaves were so bright they hurt my eyes. 


