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THE CAT’S MEOW, by the Editor
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Welcome to our sixth  Black Cat Weekly—which features our usual eclectic mix of science fiction, fantasy, crime, and mystery. This time we have two novels and ten short stories—more than enough treats for every reader to find something of interest. And probably more than a few somethings.

Best of all, in this issue we have not one, but two original stories.

First up is Bobbi A. Chukran’s wonderful “The Passing of Big Mama Mayhall,” a mystery we originally wanted to include in Black Cat Mystery Magazine, but we couldn’t fit it in due to space limitations. It’s a terrific read.

Second is a Halloween tale by our very own editor, Barb Goffman, which we had to have when we saw it. (That’s why there is no “Barb Goffman Presents” this time...we have a Barb Goffman original instead!)

Since it’s October as this issue is going out, I thought I’d build on the Halloween theme and decided to reprint one of my own stories, “Sympathy for Zombies.” It features a traditional Haitian voodoo zombie. I was on a monster kick in the 1990s and wrote a bunch of “Sympathy for...” stories covering vampires, werewolves, mad scientists, dragons, and a bunch of other classic monsters. If there is interest, I’ll include more in later BCW issues. “Sympathy for Zombies” originally appeared in Weird Tales.

I’m also happy to share one of my favorite Edith Nesbit supernatural stories, “Man-Size in Marble.” It’s a classic. If you haven’t read it before, I’m sure you’ll enjoy it, too.

Of course, no issue would be complete without a Hal Charles solve-it-yourself mystery. Can you figure out the clues before skipping to the solution?

We are up to our sixth Carlton Clarke tale by Thomas Lovell Nelson. These rare “telepathic detective” stories first appeared in newspaper syndication in 1908. We have six more waiting in the queue.

Add a Continental Op private detective story by Dashiell Hammett, a Chicago-based mystery novel by Edwin Balmer, and a hardboiled crime story by Martin Suto, and you have a packed issue. But of course we can’t wait to jam more in—how about an A.R. Morlan science fiction story (she’s always a teller of very strange tales), a science-fantasy involving the Martian Foreign Legion by Ralph Milne Farley, and a classic novel by Dwight V. Swain? You bet!

Our circulation has been increasing since we changed the Black Cat Weekly format to an e-magazine, which means we have more money to spend on acquiring material for our readers. As promised, all money received from subscriptions goes toward acquiring and digitizing new content for our readers.

Enjoy!

—John Betancourt

Editor, Black Cat Weekly


MR. BIG NOSE, by Martin Suto
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INTRODUCTION

Manhunt was a crime fiction magazine published between January 1953 and April-May 1967. Most issues were digest-sized, though collectors prize the few larger-format issues from 1957-58, which are generally harder to find. It was originally titled Manhunt Detective Story Monthly, but that was soon shortened to simply Manhunt, the name with which mystery readers are most familiar today. It ran for a total of 114 issues.

It was harder-edged than its competitors Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine and Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, dealing more with noir, hardboiled, and crime tales than traditional mysteries. Its closest competitor was probably Mike Shayne Mystery Magazine, though MSMM generally featured lower-quality work. If you look at the names published in all these  magazines, you will find a lot of overlap. But the edgier writers always went to Manhunt first: names like Cornell Woorich, Frank Kane, Mickey Spillane, Richard S. Prather, Evan Hunter, and so many more could be found in its pages, alongside newer writers like Richard Deming, Fletcher Flora, Talmage Powell, and Lawrence Block—all of whom would go onto make names for themselves in later years.

* * * *

Martin Suto, according to the Fictionmags index, published just three stories in the mystery genre—two in Manhunt (1959 and 1961) and one in Mike Shayne Mystery Magazine (1962). There is no bibliographical data available on him in the mystery genre. No published novels. After 1962, he just vanishes.

“Mr. Big Nose,” a powerful crime story, was his second tale, and it showed a lot of talent. I wish he had written more.

—John Betancourt

*

FOR DAYS they hoarded bread. Everytime they came back from the prison mess there were more crumbs for Ventura to use on the head. Slowly it began to take shape, and the first thing that resembled Norman was the nose. It was long and thin, needle-like. Ventura was the artist. He had a great sense of proportion but Norman thought he carried it too far.

Norman would get sick hearing Ventura’s froggy laugh.

“That’s quite a nose,” Ventura would say, “I think it’s what’s gonna get you outta here.”

Norman lay on his bunk sweating. His heart would hammer. He couldn’t take it. One of these days he’d blow his top and slide a shiv into Ventura’s sick hide. But the thought of escape calmed him down a bit. Later he’d even laugh it off.

Ventura dragged himself around like a spent buffalo. And at night he’d work awhile on the head while Norman kept watch to head off any surprise inspections.

“What’s the matter?” Norman hissed one night. Ventura had tumbled back in his bunk, suppressing a moan. With all his needling he wanted Norman to escape. Norman knew that and the fear that Ventura might not finish the head stabbed him once, twice through the heart.

“Same thing,” Ventura muttered, pressing his stomach in agony against the hard mattress. Norman swung lightly in the space between them and put his face close to Ventura’s thick corded neck. The odor from Ventura’s armpits was strong and pungent. The artist rolled up on his side and rubbed his belly. He screwed up his thick features grotesquely, and jabbed a finger at the cell grating.

“Never mind me,” he hissed back. “Get over there!”

Norman pretended to thumb through an old magazine while he sat in the chair and seesawed back and forth. Across the way was a blank wall he’d been looking at the past five years. Directly below was another tier of cells. There were three tiers. He and Ventura were on the top tier. All he really had to do was listen for the watch, the heavy tread, the same sound that was part of his unending routine. He could tell Walters’ feet if the watch was walking down a crowded theater aisle. The thought of a theater brought the outside before his mind and he began to sweat. Behind him Ventura was muttering. “What is it now?” he half snarled without looking up from his magazine.

“We need more bread,” Ventura whispered hoarsely.

“I’ll bring you a loaf tomorrow,” he said gratingly.

“You little anteater,” said Ventura, “I got a good mind to change the shape of this nose before it’s too late.”

Rage exploded within him, blood pounded against his temples. He swayed before Ventura like a thin, venomous snake.

“Why don’t you?” he thrust his face close to Ventura’s.

Ventura grinned and swiftly hid the different features in the mattress of his bunk and swept the floor around him with his broad fingers.

“Calm down, kid.” He sat on the edge of his bunk. “What’s the sense of me tryin’ with this in my guts?”

Abruptly Norman retreated. “I give up,” he said. “If I don’t get out of here soon I’ll go out of my mind.”

Ventura winked sagely, and tapped his veined temple.

“You’ll get out, kid, but you gotta keep your head.” He came close and put a hairy hand on the other’s knee. A change had come over his dark, rocklike face. Fiercely, he whispered. “You stick to your plan, Norm, and if you do I’ll guarantee the rest. If there’s no real slip up you’ll be out next week. And I got somebody for you to visit.”

“Who’m I going to visit?” Norman got up and paced nervously back and forth.

“If you make it to this address, I promise you this guy’ll take you outta the country. This is one time you can’t afford to laugh, kid, because I’m on the level.” He sank to his knees and pounded the floor with his knotted fist. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be in your shoes, kid!” His voice shook.

He didn’t see the contempt in the other’s eyes.

“What’s this guy’s name?” His pale skinny hands fiddled with a cigarette. He wondered what really made him want to spit on this big ape of a guy who was half dead and still going out of his way to help him.

Ventura squeezed his stomach hard with both hands.

“Listen. Inside of a week they’ll have me in the infirmary. I’m done. I know it. A guy named Legget owes me a favor. I mean a big favor. I can’t use it myself but I sure as hell can use it for you. I got word to him as soon as we started the plan. You see, kid, you gotta think ahead.”

“Sure,” Norman said, his knees trembling. “What’s this guy’s name and how do I know he won’t change his mind if and when I get there?”

Ventura rose to his feet, his face dark as midnight. He grabbed the kid by the throat. “Are you listenin’? I said the guy’s name is Legget, Neil Legget, and you better not doubt his word or mine, get me?”

If it wasn’t for getting out, thought Norman, he would kill this big baboon.

Ventura was shaking. He sat down and put his head in his hands. “I don’t know why I bother with ’im,” he was saying. Norman thought of the bust of himself that was taking shape out of bread. The blood rushed through his veins suddenly until he felt lightheaded. I’ll kill anybody who gets in my way in here, he thought, and when I’m outside there. The idea of being free made him choke with emotion.

Ventura looked up.

“Im sorry,” said Norman. “I’m nerved up just thinkin’ about it.”

Ventura rolled over on his bunk.

“We’ll need more bread for tomorrow,” he said heavily.

It was lights out then and Norman lay down. He adjusted the headset of his radio and tuned in on some rock ’n roll. The music carried him into the city and he fancied that Ventura had finished modeling the head out of bread and that he had made good his escape in the laundry truck. By the time Walters and the other screws had discovered that the nose sticking up out of the bed cover was made of bread he was miles from Detroit and on his way to rendezvous with Neil Legget whoever he was.

On the day Norman was to hide in the laundry truck the driver reported sick. That meant no delivery in town for the dry wash that day. Norman went back to his cell that night with water in his veins. He stood by his bunk, sweat on his forehead, shaking inwardly. Ventura lay on his bunk, his eyes bright with pain. He was smoking one cigarette after another.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll be all right tomorrow. Smitty’ll be back in the morning. He just didn’t feel like drivin’ today, I guess.”

Norman glared at the artist. He had been primed for the escape, and now that the moment was passed he felt numbness in his spine as if he needed help in walking across the cell or lighting the cigarette.

Ventura groaned. “You gotta expect these things, kid. Nothin’ ever runs smooth when it’s important. It’s like they say about love.”

Norman smiled and put his hands together as if throttling a human throat.

“This is for Smitty,” he said throatily.

“This job,” murmured Ventura dreamily, “this is the best thing I’ve done in years. Bread’ll do it, kid. A little flour, a dash of water and a couple of wires. It’s my last official act.” His voice boomed louder.

“Shut up!” Norman whispered savagely. He sat on the edge of his bunk, fear, hatred and rage making his heart beat faster until he thought he’d faint. The muscles of his left thumb and left big toe throbbed painfully. It was like a warning. He drew deep breaths to calm himself.

He wanted to fly at Ventura with his scrawny arms and shoulders, to scream, to rant and rave. He was going to escape if it killed him. And when he did he was going to find a gun and use it on anybody who got in his way. He was going to use his head instead of his emotions. He was going to think before he leaped. He was going to be calculating, that’s what.

“Okay,” he said, “I’ll give it another try tomorrow. You sure you’re ready with old needlenose?”

Surprised, Ventura gave him a long grin.

“You’ll make it, kid,” he said. “If I was a bettin’ man I’d put all my roll on you.”

Norman lay back and folded his arms behind his head. In fifteen minutes they’d march out to mess and then the long night. He knew he wouldn’t sleep a wink. He’d listen to the night sounds, Ventura’s snores and groans, and an occasional yelp that cut across the cell block like an animal in distress. He’d sweat and shiver, be confident, shake with fear, all in their turn but he knew that in the morning he’d put the special laundry bag in place and in the early afternoon he’d sneak inside the truck. If he got by the first gate he most likely would make it. If he did and Ventura’s art work passed the test he’d be in Detroit and out of it before the alarm. And that was all he’d need to get to Mort Kane’s place in Buffalo.

Before he realized what was happening it was morning. He had slept like a baby. His heart leaped in his throat at the sounds of morning. The thunderous stir and shuffle of many feet, the clanging of steel as the switch went down and the mile long grating swung up. Ventura was hanging over his bunk with his mouth slack. Fear swept through Norman like ice water. If Ventura had died during the night he was finished. Stunned he stood over the thick bulk of the artist. Ventura groaned. Norman gripped him by the shoulder. Ventura opened a bloodshot eye and swung to his feet. Sleepily, he brushed the kid’s head with his paw. “Use your head,” he muttered. Then he grinned. “You got two heads, kid. Two heads are better than one.”

Smitty was back on the job. The others were ribbing him about dogging it the day before. Smitty was cursing the medical profession but it was the usual gripe. Smitty was a trusty with a good record. Norman avoided everybody as much as possible as he usually did on the theory that the less conspicuous he was the less apt he was to be noticed. In the late morning when the men were getting hungry he put his specially made sack in the deepest part of the truck. The sack was a double one with padding between that bulged out here and there like an ordinary filled sack. The only difference was that Norman could fit into it. Once inside he could draw the ropes down, tie a knot, and let the draw ropes out again. And with a knife ready to slit the bag in a hurry, all he had to do was lie still and keep his fingers crossed.

After lunch he had about five minutes alone near the truck. Smitty took his time to pick his teeth and chew the fat. By that time Norman was already inside the sack, his head pounding, the blood screaming through his body. He thought sure he’d collapse before Smitty got in and drove away to the gate. Here the guards usually kept Smitty a couple of minutes for a cursory inspection. Sometimes they kicked a couple of bags. Occasionally they made a thorough inspection and went through the entire truck. Seconds and minutes seemed like hours. He crouched in the darkness, the distant sound of laughter was muffled in the bag. He waited. He imagined the guards were going through the periodical stiff inspection. He was positive they had dumped a couple of bags on the outside. He heard Smitty swear. He thought it was Smitty. He almost collapsed when a heavy object rammed against him. Through the noise and ringing in his ears, the fog over his eyes, he was dimly aware of being jolted. He revived enough to realize they were running over a smooth paved road. He forced himself to think. How long ago was it that they had hit the highway? But he couldn’t think. His lungs seemed about ready to burst. Savagely the knife in his fist was slashing through the burlap. He peered out through the tail-end and saw the highway spinning out in the distance. They were on the outskirts of town. In a matter of minutes they’d be in town. Ventura had said, “If you make it to this address, I promise you Legget will get you out of the country.”

Abruptly the fields on the roadside merged into hills with clusters of trees. Smitty was slowing down for a signal light. There was no traffic behind them. Norman eased himself out of the back of the truck and darted into the woods.

The stolen suit was of gray conservative cut and filled out his thin figure. The dark plastic rimmed glasses he had stolen from the farmhouse fitted the shape of his forehead after bending the frame a bit, and they didn’t distort his vision at all. With the small overnight bag he had also taken from the house in the woods he sat calmly beside the salesman in the dark green sedan. The salesman was on his way to New York bypassing Buffalo. He was a cleancut young guy of about thirty-three or four, Norman’s age. And he talked incessantly about business. Norman could see he was harmless but he encouraged him to talk about his job, himself, about the state of the world. He didn’t want him snapping on the radio if he could help it. He was a good eight hours ahead of the game unless the guards pulled a surprise inspection.

If this salesman didn’t get too inquisitive they’d get along. He was fair-haired, almost blond, but better looking than Norman. He was athletic looking. Norman knew he was a cinch with the women. Enviously, he stared at the man’s smooth well-proportioned features. Norman wished he had the man’s nose.

Once or twice the man glanced at Norman and grinned. Norman gripped the knife in his jacket pocket. By God, if this clown was laughing at him like Ventura he’d shut him up quick. But the fellow had asked him a question. He repeated it.

“I don’t know beans about optics but I guess optometry is a pretty good racket these days. Or am I off the beam on that?”

“Well, it’s like everything else,” Norman said carefully, “people like the best in what they can buy these days whether it’s a house or a car. And then after that they want the looks to go with the product. It’s the same, I guess, as what makes a woman shop around for a good-looking guy,” he added wistfully. The salesman looked at him curiously for a second. Norman shifted uncomfortably. Now what the hell was wrong with what he had said? He trembled with the urge to order the salesman to stop the car, to put his knife to his throat and watch the fear come into the man’s face.

They drove along in silence. Somehow or other the tension mounted until the salesman lit a cigarette and offered Norman one. Norman noticed the watch on the man’s wrist for the first time. It was a beauty. One of those platinum affairs with a heavy silver interlocking wristband. He forced himself to look straight ahead at the dark ribbon of road winding continuously ahead of their high beam.

After awhile the salesman began again. This time he not only talked about himself but he managed to insinuate a question now and then. Still Norman sensed the man was not prying. He answered matter of factly. He even dozed off now and then. But he awoke with a start when the man snapped on the radio. They were almost on the outskirts of the city. The man began to hum and slap his hand against the steering wheel. He switched stations when a rock ’n roll tune started up.

“That stuff slays me,” he said. A newscaster came on the air abruptly. It was about Norman. He frooze. The driver listened.

When the newscaster came on with his description Norman fingered the knife in his pocket. He withdrew it slightly. His head was pounding. The salesman was shaking his head.

“Pretty clever all the same,” he muttered. It was his voice that shook Norman. It was too casual, too conversational. He had been listening to this guy babbling for a long time now and he knew, he just knew that the man was suspicious. He stole a glance at the salesman. The man was staring at him. Norman felt the ice creep up to his knees.

“Don’t stare at me,” he said. “Don’t stare at me like that!”

Norman pulled the knife out. The driver was saved when he put on the brakes throwing Norman off balance. But the knife thrust caught the driver in the hand, and as he tore away from Norman his watch band snapped. He was gone in the darkness before Norman could get out of the car. In the darkness there was only the sound of Norman’s hoarse breathing, the crickets in the hot grass beside the road, the smell of burnt rubber, and the lights of the town up ahead.

Norman leaped back into the car, tires squealing as he gassed the motor. He had to reach Mort Kane’s apartment and ditch the car before the salesman could sound an alarm.

Mort Kane was downing a glass of orange juice in the kitchen when Norman peered in. He hadn’t slept a wink all night. He must have smoked at least a pack of Mort’s cigarettes. Mort had put him up last night and told him not to worry.

He wasn’t much to look at with his big paunch and homely face but he had what it takes for a friend in need. In a way he was like Ventura but without the big chump’s sarcastic ways.

“Well, good mornin’,” Mort said, grinning from ear to ear. “Feelin’ better?”

Norman tried to grin. He shook his head.

Mort sat down and lit a cigarette. He pushed a coffee container, some doughnuts, and a can of orange juice towards Norman. His eyes belied his heavy body and vacant face. They were dark, sharp and observant. He sat back in his chair with a sigh, glancing briefly at the electric clock above the small freezer fitted into the wall. The sun poured in through the open window. From six stories below came the muted sound of traffic.

“It’s almost twelve,” muttered Norman, sipping the hot coffee. He felt his nerves quiver spasmodically in the ends of his toes. He drank the coffee in gulps.

“Plenty of time,” said Mort. He crossed his legs. “Stay as long as you want. Nobody knows me in this town, and no busybody bulls’ll be around here checkin’ on anybody.”

Norman shook his head.

“I got to keep movin’. Besides they ever find me here you lose all this, have to start from scratch again.”

Mort nodded his head.

“I thought about it. Where you tailin’ it?”

“Hartford, maybe,” said Norman evasively. He trusted Mort but he didn’t have to tell him everything.

Mort blew smoke from his nostrils.

“You’re welcome to stay,” he said again gently. “What’s mine is yours.”

Norman grinned gratefully but shook his head.

“That’s why I came. Everybody knows Mort Kane’s word is good.”

“I can get you a buggy,” said Mort, “and a little cash. You’ll need everything you can get to make it wherever you’re headed. I advise you again to lie low. You’re hot, kid.”

The blood rushed to Norman’s toes. He nodded dumbly.

“More coffee?” he croaked.

Mort heaved himself to his feet. His shoelaces were still half laced. “I’ll go out and get some.”

“Don’t go,” said Norman. His lips were stiff and still dry. “When can I leave?” he said feverishly.

“I’ll get your car tonight.”

“I got to leave this afternoon!”

Mort stared incredulously.

“You don’t mean it!”

Norman nodded. He said, “I’ll make it.” Through a haze he saw and heard Mort. When Mort pulled out a wad of bills and peeled off some large and small he shoved them into his pocket and stood up.

“I gotta lay down for awhile,” he said.

After a few minutes Mort went out. When he woke up he was lying on the livingroom rug. He must have fallen off the settee. Mort was still out. He went to the kitchen and fixed himself some cold cuts and a glass of milk. He ate and wandered around the apartment. He was like a caged tiger. He had to get moving. The address Ventura had given was burning in his mind like a burr in his skin. He had to find Legget. The thought of going back to his cell made him sick. He found Mort’s liquor cabinet but there was only vermouth and gin. Gin was Mort’s drink. Strange a guy like Mort favored gin. He took a glass and poured himself a good slug but couldn’t finish it.

He took out the salesman’s watch and matched the time on the kitchen clock. It was four o’clock. The sky was brown in the west and the breeze had shifted. He went to the mirror in the bathroom and looked at himself. He was a little pale but that was all. He combed his hair neatly and adjusted the brown straw hat Mort had brought him. He flicked an ash off the neat blue summer suit he had also gotten from Mort and went down the rear exit of the apartment house stairs.

Confidently he turned onto the thoroughfare a block away from the apartment house and went east. They’d never find him. They’d never get him back there in the gray cell, the stinking laundry. He was free now and he was going to stay free. He walked along alert for any late model car that had an open window, perhaps an ignition key in the switch. He saw one at the curb a little ways beyond a flower shop and short of a tobacco store. He went by, carefully appraising the sidewalk on the way back. A well-dressed redhead with matching pumps and the ripe figure he’d always admired came out of the flowershop and approached. He shied away from the car, giving the woman a heartfelt glance. It was a long time since he had been close enough to a woman to catch the shade of lipstick she wore. Confused and worried now that her eyes never left his face, he glanced away. He thought she’d never pass him at the rate she was walking. He glanced at her again quickly and the blood froze in his veins. She had an attractive figure but a face that spelled trouble. It was the shape of her mouth that told him. Then he saw her eyes as they came abreast of each other. Somehow or other she recognized him, had seen his face before, heard his description over the air.

She lifted an arm, the deep blue eyes wide with alarm. The wide, red troublemaking lips opened wide to scream. He shoved her between two parked cars before her voice cut the atmosphere, before other pedestrians were even aware of what he had done. She flopped between the cars onto the street and in the path of a quick-moving car. Before bedlam broke loose he was lost in the crowd. He went down an escalator into a department store. His fingers twitched with fright but he didn’t lose time. Before he found an exit he saw himself in a mirror near a cosmetics counter and in the middle of countless milling women. Only his hat and suit were ordinary. His face was paper white, sharp as a knife, the nose long and thin and accentuating the gaunt cheeks. His stomach curled at the reflection and he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to break the image.

Blocks away from the store he saw what he wanted and drove away. It was a neat, late model black sedan. His gorge rose at the woman. She had got what she deserved. But it was cutting it too thin. Mort was right. He should have waited until dark. But the urge in him to get to Legget was stronger than any sane judgment. If they got him now he’d be lucky if they put him back in his old cell. For he had seen the expression on the woman’s face when the car had struck. He stepped on the gas as if to put distance between him and the image. He didn’t have too far to go but it might be wise to ditch the car before he came close to Providence. If he could hide out one night in Jimmy Sills place he had a very good chance of seeing Legget.

He stayed away from the main road as much as possible. When it got dark he cruised along at a fair speed, keeping his eye on the traffic. When he hit the turnpike he could decide whether to ditch the car or take his chances. If he kept on and his luck held he’d make the outskirts of Providence by eight o’clock. It would be a cinch to surprise Jimmy Sills—if he was still in business. His confidence bloomed. He snapped on the radio. A bulletin on himself interrupted the flow of dinner music. He hung limply over the wheel. He could count on a road block every twenty-five to fifty miles. At the first exit he turned into a back road. He was lucky he knew this neck of the woods. But he knew he might have to ditch the car. He cursed the woman who had recognized him.

It was after midnight when Jimmy Sills answered the knock on his door. “It’s Norman,” he said, backing to one side and closing the door. He didn’t seem surprised. Only the suave thin moustache twitched. That was a habit with Jimmy. The last time Norman had seen him he was working the department stores. He always had a good wardrobe and a perfectly convincing manner.

Norman looked into the living-room expecting to see somebody but Jimmy was alone. Jimmy was in his bathrobe, a quality item by the looks of it. He had a brandy glass in Norman’s hand before Norman sat down.

Jimmy flicked off the console television and snapped on another floor lamp. The pale blue pastel walls flared into brightness. Jimmy sat on a footstool and sipped his drink waiting for Norman to talk. As Norman talked he seemed to communicate his fears and tension to Jimmy Sills whose dark eyes began to flicker back and forth uneasily.

Norman sat up abruptly. “I’m hot, Jimmy. Hot.”

Jimmy poured more brandy. He stood up. He walked into the tiny kitchen. Norman heard the freezer door open and shut softly. He was closer to his goal than ever but he wanted to smash things, ease the tautness of his nerves. Suddenly he was famished. He went into the kitchenette expecting to see food on the table. Instead he saw Jimmy’s hand an inch away from the telephone that hung from the wall nearest the window. There was a quick grin on Jimmy’s slick dark face.

“There’s ham, bread. Help yourself,” he said glibly, too quickly. “How ’bout another drink, Norman. Calm your nerves.”

Norman screamed, choked over his words. Jimmy Sills retreated, sweat beads suddenly lining his face.

“You rotten yellow stoolie!” Norman screamed. Jimmy rushed him suddenly before he could slip the knife out of his pocket. Jimmy’s rush bowled him back against the cabinets lining the wall. As he whirled his eye caught a heavy ship’s wheel ashtray on the portable waiter.

Jimmy had him by the throat now. He was panting, “You got this thing all wrong, Norman!” But he was squeezing Norman’s throat harder and harder until Norman brought the ashtray down on his head. Jimmy relaxed his hold a bit and Norman hit him again. He was staggering back against the table when Norman smashed him again below the ear.

Cursing through his teeth Norman went through Jimmy Sill’s pockets. In his dressing gown he found only cigarettes. In his pants pockets some small change. In his bedroom he found his suit clothes. In a leather wallet he found a wad of bills, and in a dresser a small black pistol. When he went back to the kitchenette Jimmy was stirring and shaking his head. Norman kicked him in the stomach.

“The boys’ll hear about this,” he said. He took the knife out of his pocket again, weighed it, put it back. He wasn’t sure after all if Jimmy had ratted on him. It could wait. He went out quietly, down the rear exit stairs.

The smell of the sea came in a faint wave to Norman’s nostrils. He had waited until night to enter the house from the terraced windows. A heady atmosphere enveloped him until, for a moment, he forgot who he was and why he had come. The room was long, panelled in dark wood, and obviously the library. He sat in a richly upholstered chair and glanced rigidly around him. Even in the gloom he was able to pick out the ghostly volumes on the shelves, the portable liquor cabinet, the lamps, drapes, all a wealthy man’s appurtenances.

He sucked in a little breath of envy, his fear laying heavily beneath it. He glanced at the luminous dial of the wristwatch he had ripped from the wrist of the salesman. The raw struggle to get where he was now hit him with sudden force and he sat sweating and twitching in the chair, lean blond head, thin shoulders in the rumpled blue suit, lean legs, all but obliterated in the gloom.

During the night he thought he heard a ringing and he jumped to his feet, the squat pistol in his hand. He sat down again with a sigh, his heart beating less rapidly. The ringing was in his mind. He fished around for an ashtray. Ventura came to his mind’s retina and he twitched painfully in the stillness. Ventura was rasping, “A guy named Legget owes me a favor.”

Rubber-legged, he stretched out his legs. He thought of Jimmy Sills and grinned with tight lips. After leaving Jimmy he had been forced to spend a day and a night cooped up on the third floor of a condemned house. That had been a hell-hole with rats running over his hands and neck, and the smell of garbage from the torn up kitchen. And more than anything else was the height. The rain coming in through the smashed windows hadn’t helped either. Maybe it was that or everything put together that had driven him half-crazy. Once again he saw himself slipping from one empty room to the other, suddenly ducking behind a door as somebody stepped into the desolate corridor. Whoever he was he had no business there, poking around with a flashlight. He remembered with a chill the faceless, shadowy bulk of the man unconsciously stalking him from one room to the other. And finally the startled grunt as the flashlight beam struck him accidently across the face. Norman had barely time to dodge, sidestep, the man’s bull-like rush towards him. He had gone over the windowsill like a stone, hadn’t even screamed before the sound of a sickening thud told the story. He had been ready to leave the abandoned house about that time anyway. Somebody was bound to spot a vagrant and report him even in that neighborhood.

Somehow he hadn’t been surprised at first sight of the Legget estate. He had been in such places before but not as a guest. He wondered for the first time what Ventura had done to make this man grateful. Whatever it was it was more important now to find out whether Ventura was right about him or not. He wished he knew the odds.

A slight breeze from the garden swept serenely into the room. Expectantly, he half-turned toward the door as a tiny sound, a vibration, infringing on the area of his conscious mind made him stand. The door opened quietly and admitted a shadow of substantial proportions.

“No lights,” said Norman. He let the air out of his lungs slowly, alert for sound rather than sight.

“Hello. You’re here.” The man’s voice was smooth, well-modulated. Norman heard his own voice plop hoarsely in the atmosphere like a spent bullet.

“I made it,” he said, trembling. “Ventura thought I might.”

“I am surprised,” said the voice, rasping a bit at the edges now.

Norman griped the gun tighter, suddenly terrified. How was he to know when this man decided to go back on his word? The voice said, as if to calm his fears, “I intend to leave here in approximately thirty minutes. My launch is ready and we pull up anchor as soon as we get aboard. Any discovery from then on in is your affair.”

Norman straightened with eager relief. The sheer joy of it made the blood leap through him. Freedom! His brain sang.

“Whatever you say,” he managed.

“There’s food in the servant’s wing,” said his unseen host, “You can change your gear when you get aboard.” He added, “You don’t have to worry about bumping into anyone.”

“You don’t like to do this,” said Norman suddenly.

“No, I don’t,” said the voice, matter of factly, “But I don’t care to discuss it.”

“My friends never ask for small favors,” said Norman.

“Your friend was never anything but a fool but I understand perfectly.”

You better, thought Norman, but his gun wavered and shook a trifle. Some men would do anything to repay a debt. He guessed this Neil Legget was that type. He wondered where Ventura had met him. For a second curiosity stirred in his mind again. Questions trembled on his lips, then died. What did it matter? His thoughts leaped ahead, and in his mind’s eye he saw the sea stretching out to every horizon. He even told himself at that moment that he loved the sea. Ordinarily, he couldn’t stand the water. He used to get seasick on the ferry, and he had never learned to swim.

Legget was saying in a thicker voice, “Okay. We’ll get started soon as we can then.” His voice faded. There was the sound of a door again and he was gone. Norman waved the gun viciously in the gloom. He didn’t trust the man, he didn’t trust anybody. He hadn’t come this far to make a fool mistake. If Legget wasn’t on the level, he’d find it out soon enough.

He fumbled for the liquor cabinet and found a bottle. It was beautiful brandy, like velvet. This Legget seemed to have everything. He was taking another swig when there was a click at the door and the strategically placed lighting fixtures flared on. In an incredibly fast movement he was at the door with the gun in his fist. He saw the woman at the same instant she spoke. “Come along,” she said, crooking a finger at him. A diamond sparkled from her finger.

Norman gripped her shoulder, feeling the soft flesh, smelling the heady perfume that came in soft waves from her skin. She was a slim blonde in gold slacks and sweater that strained at her breasts. Her skin was pure white, her eyes green. Her nose was delicately formed. Only her lips were thickish, overly lipsticked, sensuous.

His breath came sharply, nevertheless he flung her away.

“Who are you?” he said savagely. No woman was going to spoil his chance of getting away. A man loomed up suddenly behind her. He was big around the shoulders with grizzled hair clipped short. His face was tanned and lined by the sea and the sun. It was Legget. His voice was furious.

“I told you to stay in the car!”

The girl shrugged, and pouted. “I’m tired of waiting.” She walked over to the liquor cabinet and poured a drink. Norman’s heart hammered. He stepped back to keep her in view.

He glared at Legget.

“What’s this all about?”

Legget shrugged. His short laugh was light, pleasant.

“Just a family quarrel,” he said. “Let’s go.”

Norman brought the gun up. He didn’t like Legget now and he didn’t think he’d ever get to like him. He didn’t like the way he smiled or the half-stony way his eyes noted things. Maybe he’d be better off if he forgot Legget, Ventura, the payoff, everything. Even Jimmy Sills had tried to turn him over. And how did he know that Mort Kane hadn’t gone out to put the finger on him? His suspicions made his head whirl.

“You’d better put that away,” said Legget impatiently. The girl was surveying him with a glass in one hand and the other nail-lacquered hand on hip. With half an eye he could see she was dangerous.

“I’m Myra,” she said with a tease in her voice.

“And I just love sea voyages. Do you?”

Sugar wouldn’t melt in her mouth, he thought.

“Put it away!” repeated Legget sharply, staring at the gun in Norman’s hand. He held out his hand. It was as steady as a rock. The blood rushed to Norman’s head. He put the gun in his pocket.

“I’m ready,” he said, staring Legget in the eye.

Legget shrugged and walked angrily out. Norman eyed the girl. She sauntered casually past. He sneered. Her fingers snaked up to the wall switch and flicked it off. For a moment she was close to him in the semi-darkness of the foyer in the huge livingroom. His pulse leaped. He gave her a light shove. “Move!” he muttered.

She staggered, kept moving. She whirled away.

“Now, Neil!” she screamed.

Norman made a desperate lunge sideways but he was too late to catch Legget in his sight. He felt rather than heard the fluid blasts from the gun in Legget’s hand. For a moment he didn’t realize he was face down in the thick carpet. When he did he flopped over on his back, arching his legs up to ease the pain. It was then that he was aware of Legget bending over him as if to study the shape of his nose. This time he wasn’t even remotely insulted.

He heard Legget say, “Imagine that ape Ventura sending out one of his pals to see me! Well, whatever he knows it won’t do him any good now.”

Norman coughed through the searing shadows in his chest. It was a peculiar thing how he wanted to laugh at Ventura now. Even Legget and the girl. But suddenly fear of the sea swept over him.
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Central Texas, 1946

“Elsie, honey. I’m sorry… Big Mama has done gone and passed.” Ruby Sutton wiped a tear from her eye.

Elsie Mayhall stood still as a stone. “What?”

“I said I’m so sorry, honey. She’s gone. Your mama’s gone.”

Elsie sat down. “What happened?”

“I guess her old heart finally just gave up and give out.”

Elsie stared at her Aunt Ruby, who had been at the house for two days now, tending to her older sister. 

Ruby always called Elsie’s mother “Big Mama” instead of her given name, Esther, since she was the oldest of a dozen children.

Unlike her older sister, Ruby Sutton was a bone-thin, pleasant woman in her middle-fifties. Her greying hair was worn pinned back into a messy bun and a few hairpins were trying to escape. She wore an old faded cotton dress and her bright blue eyes looked tired and sad.

“You sit right there; I’ll call the doctor and get him back over here.”

* * * *

The way it happened, Elsie Mayhall had come in three nights past from tending her little garden out back of the old whitewashed clapboard shed. Nothing much was growing there since it was so shady, but it soothed Elsie to walk among the short rows of larkspur and hollyhocks. It was the only space her mama would give over to unnecessary things like flowers. You can’t eat them, she reminded Elsie every chance she got. Big Mama was more interested in her Victory garden where she grew “useful” things like corn and squash.

Elsie had walked into the kitchen to find her mother sprawled out on the floor, hands thrown over her head like she was reaching for something. There was a little stepstool overturned by the sink. She decided her mama had been trying to reach something up in one of the tall cabinets, had lost her balance and fell.

The last words she heard her mother murmur before she lapsed into unconsciousness were “I called but I couldn’t reach them.”

She knew her aunt and uncle were frequently outside tending the farm and garden and generally ignored the telephone unless they were expecting a call.

The first thing Elsie did after finding Big Mama sprawled out on the kitchen floor was carefully turn the stool upright and put it back into the corner, out of the way. Her mama always demanded that she keep the kitchen tidy. There was hell to pay if she didn’t. Then Elsie called her aunt. 

Aunt Ruby lived about ten miles down the road. Sure enough, she had been out tending her garden but had just stepped inside to get a cool glass of water at the time Elsie called. She bustled in to Elsie’s house wearing an old jacket over a long-sleeved white shirt and a pair of men’s overalls with grass-stained knees.

Things after that were a blur to Elsie. She knew the doctor had come, said that her mother’s heart was very weak and that she needed lots of rest and quiet. There wasn’t anything else they could do for her but wait, he’d said.

He left more nerve pills for Elsie, to help calm her. “Make sure you take these, three times a day,” he’d said, giving her a pat on her hand. “They’re a bit stronger than what you normally take, but you shouldn’t have any problems,” he said.

“What about mama’s heart pills?” she’d asked. “Should I give her one?”

He shook his head. “They won’t help her now. If she’d been able to take one when she had her spell, things might be different. I’m sorry, Elsie, but you should prepare yourself. Just try to keep her comfortable.”

The doctor’s words were just a buzz in Elsie’s ears. She slowly nodded and he turned to leave.

* * * *

“I just about expected something like this to happen,” Aunt Ruby said, “as sickly as your mama has been.”

They watched as the doctor climbed back into his car and soon afterwards an ambulance came to collect Big Mama’s body. Elsie sat in the living room until the men had carefully placed her mother’s body in the back of the big car, then she came to stand beside Ruby on the front porch. They watched as it turned left out of the driveway and slowly drove down the road towards town.

“Come on back inside, honey. I’ll make you a cup of coffee. News like this never comes easy, does it?” Elsie’s hands shook as she followed her aunt into the kitchen. Her aunt figured Elsie was in shock, or near to it.

She pulled up a kitchen chair and Elsie sunk down into it. Her face was flour-paste white, and her breath was shallow and ragged.

“Her bein’ so sick and all, for so long. Had heart trouble for years, even when we were kids.”

“She seemed to be doin’ better,” Elsie whispered. “Especially after she got that new medicine.”

Aunt Ruby nodded. “Yes, I know, honey. It’s always a shock when they pass, even if you sort of expect it.” Ruby put a cup of coffee in front of Elsie.

She took a sip, then pushed it away. “I feel sick.”

“Why don’t you go lay down for a while? You aren’t lookin’ too good right now.”

“I think I will,” Elsie mumbled, and looked at her aunt. “How will I live without her?” Finally, tears poured out of her eyes and she sobbed.

Elsie’s aunt embraced her and soothed her the best she could. “Maybe you should take one of those nerve pills the doctor left,” Ruby suggested. “They’re stronger than your normal pills.”

“I’m so bad with pills, I never know when to take what,” Elsie admitted. 

“Well, don’t you worry. I’ll lay them out for you, right by your bed, with a glass of water. You take one if you need it, you hear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” she mumbled, then trudged upstairs to the tiny corner of her attic bedroom where she’d spent the last twenty-five-years of her life. She lay down on the narrow bed and stared at the ceiling where water stains made a pattern like a crooked little heart. 

She needed some time to herself. Some time to think. Elsie got up, undressed, changed into her nightgown and sat on the edge of the bed for several hours, listening to the sounds of Aunt Ruby puttering downstairs until finally she heard the front door slam. What was she to do now?

She heard the buzz of the cicadas in the chinaberry tree and as it got darker, the sawing of the cricket’s legs. Finally, she reached up and turned her lamp off and lay down, pulling the old wedding ring quilt over her. She felt the fabrics under her fingers—the wool from one of her father’s old suits, the piece of voile from a discarded baby dress and a piece of silk from some long ago wedding dress. The quilt comforted her and she finally fell asleep and dreamed of flowers waltzing in the sunlight.

A few hours later, her aunt climbed up the stairs to check on her. Elsie awoke for a few short seconds and murmured, “How will I live without my mama?”

Her aunt shook her head. “ How will any of us get by without her? My sister wasn’t the easiest person to live with, and we both know at times she was a living terror, but we all loved her, in our own way.” She wiped a tear away from her cheek and sniffed. She pulled a handkerchief out of her sleeve and blew her nose. “It’ll be time to start making some arrangements soon.”

Elsie blanched. “I don’t know how I’m going to pay for all this. We don’t have much money.”

“Now why would you say something like that? You don’t have to worry about that—your mama has quite a bit of money set aside for her funeral. She told me so, many times. And there’s plenty besides that to take care of you, too.”

“Really?”

“Yes, ma’am. She’s been paying on a funeral policy for years.”

Elsie thought about her faded cotton dress that she carefully mended, starched and ironed so it would look new. Mama said they didn’t have money to spend on things like clothes. Since her daddy died a few years back, mama had been especially tight with money. Well, at least that was one thing she didn’t have to worry about.

“Now, you need some sleep, honey. The next few days are goin’ to be hard enough to get through.” Her aunt pulled the threadbare patchwork quilt up around Elsie’s shoulders and kissed her forehead. She pulled the creaky old rocking chair from the corner and sat, watching over Elsie until she fell asleep. Then she slowly climbed down the rickety stairs. She had a lot of telephone calls to make.

* * * *

The next morning, Elsie was awakened by the sound of murmuring voices downstairs, the clattering of dishes in the kitchen and the screen door slamming. She peered out of the cracked, dirty window and saw three cars out front, parked on the grass and the hard-packed dirt driveway alongside the house. There were people coming and going, carrying in trays and bowls and platters. From her tiny window, she could see a line of scruffy-headed boys sitting on the hood of one of the cars, their bare feet dangling off the side.

One of them looked up, saw her and waved. She quickly pulled the flour sack curtains closed and took a deep breath. She quickly dressed and pulled on a faded cotton housedress, ran a comb through her hair and tied it back. She took another deep breath and went downstairs.

Elsie stood at the bottom for a few moments, watching the crowd. She only recognized a few of the people.

She smelled coffee coming from the kitchen and knew without asking that somebody had come into her mama’s kitchen and commenced to cook. Mama won’t like that at all, Elsie thought. And then she remembered.

All day long, people came and went, and the small kitchen table was soon groaning with casseroles, pies and every sort of home-canned goods imaginable. Elsie wondered if the people were just bringing food for a few days, or so she wouldn’t starve in the next couple of months. She wondered where she’d put it all.

A crowd had gathered in the small living room. The air was stifling and Elsie knew that before the funeral was over, even more would gather at their tiny house. The thought made her slightly ill.

“Well, there she is! Look what the cat dragged in! How ya doin’, darlin? Come here and hug my neck. Give your Uncle Albert some sugar.” Albert Sutton was Ruby’s husband and was a big man who farmed cotton. He was dressed in his everyday overalls, but had put on a clean pair with a red shirt underneath. 

Elsie went over and hugged him. “I’m doing all right, I guess.” He smelled manly, like tobacco and the earth, which was always comforting to her. He and Aunt Ruby made a wonderful pair--he smelled of pipe, and she always smelled of vanilla.

A young blonde woman came rushing up to Elsie and snatched her into a fierce hug. “You come on over here and let me take a look at you. I don’t think I’ve seen you since your daddy passed away. When was that?” Elsie couldn’t remember the woman’s name, but knew she was some sort of cousin or other.

“Back in ’43,” Elsie murmured. “Daddy died in 1943.”

The woman stared at Elsie. “It’s been three years already? Oh my. Well, that’s too long for kin to go without seeing each other! Why is it we always make time for visiting when there’s things like funerals, but never otherwise? It’s a cryin’ shame, that’s what it is.”

Her perfume made Elsie sick to her stomach. She held her breath and was getting a bit light-headed when the woman finally let her go.

The woman went on, “I want you to know, we drove all  night from Little Rock to get here! As soon as we got the call from your Aunt Ruby, we jumped up, got dressed and packed in a whirlwind! We drove ALL night! We are just plumb worn out, but felt it’s our duty to be here. I have to say, I am sure glad to be back in Texas, though--even if it is for Big Mama’s funeral.”

“That’s right,” somebody else said. “Our duty. We wouldn’t be any place else right now.”

“So sorry to hear about Big Mama, Elsie,” cousin Gertrude said. “We came as soon as we heard. I have to say I am ALL give out from that drive with those kids. We got four now, didn’t you know?”

“Four?” Elsie mumbled. “My goodness.”

All of a sudden, Elsie felt dizzy and swooned against her cousin.

“Y’all, give her some air!” somebody said, and Elsie recognized the voice of Evelyn Goody, Brother Harmon Goody’s wife. “Elsie, honey, how you holdin’ up?” she asked, patting her on the shoulder.

Elsie stared at her and shook her head, tears threatening. “I just won’t know what I’ll do without my mama.”

Evelyn clucked her tongue and put her arm around Elsie’s shoulder. “Of course you don’t, honey! But don’t you worry, we’re all close by, you need anything. Just call, you hear? That’s all you have to do, just call. You know we’re just down the road, wouldn’t take us but a little bit of a minute to get here.”

Brother Goody just stood there, twirling his old black hat round and round in his hands. “Anything at all, you hear? I’ll get the Lady’s Auxiliary right on it. All you need to do is call.”

“Thank you,” Elsie said. “I appreciate it.”

“Your mama put a lot of her heart into the Auxiliary; we’ll do right by her, don’t you worry about that,” he said, nodding, twirling that hat until Elsie thought she’d pass out from the dizziness.

Somebody thrust a plate of food in Elsie’s face. “Here, have somethin’ to eat! You need to keep up your strength. You like ham? This is some of Miz Evans’ homegrown ham. It’s good, you oughta eat some.”

Elsie swooned at the sight of the food, and would have fainted if it hadn’t been for Elmer Worth, who was standing right behind her. Elmer was just a few years older than Elsie and they had gone to school together. He owned Worth Dry Goods in town and sometimes slipped a chocolate bar into the box for her when Elsie bought things there. Big Mama had made a big fuss last time he did it, said it wasn’t appropriate.

“Whoa, there we go!” he said. “Maybe you’d better sit down again. You ain’t lookin’ too good right now.”

Elsie shook her head, but let him steer her towards a chair. 

Helen Fuller, a lady in Big Mama’s Sunday School class, peered into her face. “Honey, why don’t you go put a cold rag on your head, fix your hair--it’ll make you feel better. You look a fright! You know your mama wouldn’t put up with that. Why, you look like you got pulled through a bush backwards!”

“No, ma’am,” Elsie mumbled, “she wouldn’t.”

“We’ll take care of everything here, don’t you worry,” Helen said as she gave Elsie a little push.

Elsie slowly walked towards the kitchen, where at least a dozen more women were crowded into the tiny room. Mrs. Norma Fisher, a large heavyset woman wearing a voluminous flour-sack apron, was sitting at the table eating a large slice of chocolate cake and drinking a cup of coffee. When she saw Elsie, she quickly wiped her mouth on the edge of her apron and took a quick gulp of coffee. Chocolate crumbs clung to the edge of her mouth.

“Well, there she is! How you holdin’ up, Elsie? Why don’t you sit down here and eat you a piece of cake. It’ll make you feel better.” She pulled out a chair and nodded at it. “I’m just having a bit of a rest. I was up cookin’ all night,” she said with a smirk.

“We’ve all been up, cooking all night, Norma,” said Mary Evans, a hawk-nosed woman in her seventies. Elsie wasn’t surprised that Mrs. Evans was there; she showed up in everybody’s kitchen after a death like a big ol’ carrion bird. Big Mama had once said that death was Mrs. Evans’ hobby and she excelled at it.

Elsie’s stomach lurched at the sight of the cake. “I could drink a little coffee, I guess,” she said. 

“Well, help yourself, sugar! I imagine you know where the pot is,” somebody said and the ladies laughed.

Someone else tried to tempt her with some of the food, and Elsie turned down fried chicken, a ham sandwich, ham and pea salad, roasted turkey and chicken and dumplings before the ladies gave up.

There was a timid knock on the back door and somebody yelled, “Come on in!” It was Elijah, a young barefoot black boy who lived on a tenant farm just down the road. He had a bedraggled hen under his arm. “Mama want you to have this,” he said to Elsie. “She sorry about Big Mama passin’.” He thrust the chicken into her hands, then turned and ran away. She didn’t even get the chance to thank him.

“What in the devil?!” one of the ladies blustered, but Elsie carefully carried the chicken out to the coop and put it in with the other hens.

She came back inside, poured a cup of steaming hot coffee and took it back into the living room. The front screen door slammed and she looked up into the face of Sheriff Dewey Johnson. She joggled the cup of coffee and it splashed over the front of her dress then onto the floor. “Oh, no!” she cried and a scurry of women appeared with rags to clean it up.

“Are you all right?” one of them asked. “You’d better sit down.”

“Didn’t mean to startle you, Elsie,” the sheriff said as he removed his sweat-stained Stetson from his head and fiddled with the brim. “Just wanted to pay my respects. Big Mama was a fine woman. We’ll all miss her.”

“Thank you,” Elsie whispered. “I…I truly appreciate it. Would you excuse me?” she asked, and began to walk away. “I need to wash out this stain before it sets.” She nervously dabbed at the front of her dress.

“Just one other thing,” he added, gently taking her by the arm and peering into her face.

Elsie gulped. “Yes, sir?”

“Mind if we sit down?” he asked. “It’ll only take a minute.”

“Uh, I guess that’ll be all right,” she said, and several people got up off the old sofa, gathering their cups and plates, casting sideways glances at them, grumbling.

He frowned at them then took a seat on the edge, his hands spread on his knees and his hat carefully placed beside him. He took a toothpick out of his pocket and put it in his mouth, moving it from side to side as he spoke.

“Sad the way it happened. To Big Mama, I mean. Her bein’ all alone like that. You were outside, you say?”

“Yessir, I was outside, tending the chickens.” 

He nodded, took the toothpick out of his mouth and used it as a pointer, stabbing it in the air for emphasis. “You know, I’ve known Big Mama for almost all my life, and I can’t think of a finer woman. She did so much for this town; I don’t know what we’ll do without her. She will truly be missed.”

“I don’t know what I’ll do, either,” Elsie said. She didn’t comment on the rest of it.

“Aww, you’ll be all right, I expect,” he said. “Lots of good women around here to keep an eye on you.” He smiled sadly, then quickly stood, clapping his hat on his head. “Best be getting back out there now, just wanted to drop by for a minute.”

“Is there anything else?” Elsie asked.

“No, ma’am, that’s it. Just wanted to pay my respects, as I said.”

He turned to leave, and Elsie breathed a sigh of relief. He stopped and turned. “Oh Elsie, one other thing I forgot.”

She stood stone still. Her breathing stopped.

“I have a potted plant out in the car for you. Send one of these youngsters out to get it, will you?”

Just then, Aunt Ruby showed up. “You aren’t harassing my niece, are you, Dewey?”

He smiled and laughed. “Of course not, Ruby. You know better than that. Just came by to pay my respects.”

“You’ll have me to answer to, if you do,” she said. “Thank you for stopping by. It means a lot to us.”

Elsie turned and fled back into the safety of the kitchen. She just had a chance to catch her breath when there was a timid knock on the back door. Somebody got up to answer it.

“Well, lookee there! Look who’s here, Elsie!”

Elsie looked up to see Dorothea Gilmore, a girl she went to school with. Elsie thought Dorothea looked like a glamour model, somebody from a magazine.

Self-consciously, Elsie reached up to smooth her hair.

Dorothea was holding a squirming, squalling baby. “Elsie! Darlin’, how ARE you?” she asked, yanking a hank of her hair out of the baby’s clutches. “It’s been ever so long since we’ve seen each other. When was it, five years ago? At the high school reunion?”

Her friend shook her head. “And here you still are, living with your mama. That must be fine, with not a care in the world!”

Just as Elsie opened her mouth to comment, the baby tuned up and started to bawl. At least six of the women rushed over to soothe it, and before long, Elsie was forgotten.

She wandered back down the short hallway, peeked in the living room and tried to turn around, running into Dorcas Dolittle, President of the Ladies Auxiliary. “We are so sorry about your mama, Elsie,” she said. “Your mama was a fine member of our group, for so many years. The work she did in the community for those poor black children was just heart-warming. And inspiring! Heart-warming and inspiring! When I think about the time she spent so they’d have the creature comforts, well, tears just come to my eyes.”

Elsie thought about that for a moment. She didn’t quite know what to say.

“I just don’t understand how she could fail so fast,” Dorcas said. “She was doin’ so well there for a while, after her last surgery.”

“You just never know with these things, do you? When the Lord says it’s your time, then we just have to go!” Brother Goody appeared behind her, flashing his big white teeth. 

The doctor stood right beside him. “That’s right, preacher. You just never know, with this heart disease.”

“It was just her time to go, Elsie,” the preacher said. “The good Lord knew he was gettin’ a good woman in your Big Mama! A good Christian woman!”

“Now what will you do with yourself?” somebody asked. 

Elsie stared at the woman. She couldn’t remember ever meeting her. Maybe she was one of her mama’s friends. “Well, I, I don’t really know. I don’t really know how to live without my mama.”

“Well, of course you don’t darlin’! But we’re all here to help you, don’t you worry about that.”

Somebody else said “We’ll be keeping a close eye on you, honey. Nothing for you to worry about.”

Elsie wasn’t sure she wanted to be observed quite so closely, but didn’t say so. 

All day long, people came and went, and Elsie watched all the activity with a detachment that surprised herself. She felt like she was a bird floating up at the ceiling, looking down at everybody as they carried on like nothing had happened. She wondered why half of them were there at all.

By the time everybody left about suppertime, Elsie was exhausted.

* * * *

The next morning, Aunt Ruby collected Elsie in her big Buick. Elsie asked that Ruby make the arrangements for her mama’s burial, but her aunt felt that she should have part in making some of the decisions. They drove to town and parked on the street in front of Cunningham’s Funeral Home. The big two-story house had been there for over fifty years and looked a bit shabby. Elsie shivered; she always hated it every time Big Mama drove by there. Even outside, the place had a strange smell to it. Her mother always taunted her about the ghosts that haunted the place, and Elsie had always believed her.

Dudley Cunningham welcomed the two women into the office. He was a tall, thin man dressed in black. Elsie wondered if funeral directors ever wore anything besides black. He smiled at Elsie and reached out to take her hand. It was cold as ice, and Elsie quickly pulled away. She stood off to the side, pretending to look at a painting on the wall while Aunt Ruby told him what they needed.

“Now don’t you worry about a thang,” he said. “I’ll get you fixed up right. Your mama had quite a bit of insurance on herself, for her burial, Elsie.”

“Yes, that’s what Aunt Ruby told me. I hadn’t known that.” Elsie remembered the plain pine box that her mother had chosen for her father.

“Yes, ma’am, she did. A burial policy—the sky’s the limit, don’t you see. So we can do her up right and give her a funeral you can be proud of.”

He took a book out of his desk drawer that said “Eternal Rest Album” on the front, and flipped the pages. It was filled with pictures of coffins, all colors and models. He stabbed the page with a long pointed finger and Elsie shuddered.

“What do you ladies think about this fine rosewood model we have here? Gold handles, lined with white silk satin—the works! Top of the line, and I know Big Mama would love it. She always was a woman of fine taste and distinction.”

Aunt Ruby quickly pointed out another one, a much simpler, middle-priced model. “We’ll take this one right here. It’ll do us fine,” she said, nodding her head.

Dudley Cunningham frowned for only a second. “Well, if you’re sure. Of course, it doesn’t make quite the same statement as the other one.” With one look at Ruby’s face, he quickly agreed that everything would be ready for the visitation that night.

Ruby stood, shook Mr. Cunningham’s hand, and pulled Elsie along with her. When they reached the outside steps, she mumbled something about vultures and crooks. “Let’s get out of here, Elsie. We still need to choose something for Big Mama to wear.”

* * * *

They drove back home and Aunt Ruby made chicken salad sandwiches and iced tea. Elsie wasn’t very hungry, but picked at the food.

After they’d washed up, they trudged upstairs to Big Mama’s bedroom. “Let’s see; she’ll need a nice dress, under things, stockings and shoes,” Aunt Ruby said, pulling an arm-full of clothes from the closet. “Go look in her jewelry box for some nice ear-screws, maybe a necklace. “

“But, I’m not allowed…” she started then glanced around, as if Big Mama was watching her. She went to the bureau and dug down under the bed sheets and found the old wooden box where she knew her mama kept her jewelry. Elsie had never been allowed to touch any of her mama’s things except when replacing the clean laundry. She still remembered how her legs stung after Big Mama had slapped at her with the fly swatter after finding her looking through the bureau drawer where she kept her Sunday gloves.

Elsie slowly opened the box. She picked up a pair of screw-back earrings that had bright red stones in them. She couldn’t ever remember her mama wearing them. Aunt Ruby peered over her shoulder. “Those are your mama’s garnets,” she explained. “Your daddy gave them to her on the day they got married. Those are real stones. I think you should keep them for yourself, honey. As a remembrance,” she added.

Elsie stared at the earrings, wondering whether she’d ever have a chance to wear them. She replaced them in the box and took out a pearl necklace. There was also a pair of pearl earrings. “Those will do fine, just fine,” Aunt Ruby said with a smile. “I gave those to her for her high school graduation.”

“I didn’t realize she had such nice things,” Elsie admitted. “I’ve never seen most of these.”

“Your mama always had a lot of nice things,” Ruby said wistfully, holding a blue satin dress up in front of her. “Too bad these aren’t my size. Of course, I’d have to take them in quite a bit.”

Elsie smiled, then felt guilty for it. It was hard to believe that Aunt Ruby and Big Mama were sisters. Ruby had always had a strange sense of humor that Elsie secretly admired. Big Mama had no sense of humor and frequently criticized Ruby for making some smart remark or other.

“Would you just look at this dress!” Ruby pulled out a brown dress made of some kind of shimmery material. It had rhinestone buttons down the front, and Elsie thought they looked like diamonds. “I wonder where she got this? It looks brand new!” Her aunt nodded her head. “Let’s use this one; she always looked good in brown, and the pearls will look nice with it.”

Elsie slowly reached out, fingering the fabric. She thought about her meager wardrobe and threadbare underthings, fingering the collar of her thin cotton dress.

Ruby watched her for a moment. “Maybe we can go through her things together, see if you like any of them. I can cut them down and make them over to fit you.”

Elsie wondered again where she’d ever wear such things, but just smiled and nodded. She picked up a brown fur hat, shaped like a short, round box and gently stroked it. She’d never seen it, either. “Don’t forget her hat. She never went anywhere without a hat.”

Ruby smiled. “You’re right about that. She’d never forgive us if we buried her without a proper hat.”

They carefully placed the clothes in a brown paper bag and Aunt Ruby promised she’d drop them off at the funeral parlor on her way home. She told Elsie to get some rest and promised to come back later.

 

* * * *

Elsie tried to rest, but was interrupted when the florist showed up at the house with a carload of floral arrangements the ladies from the church and other people from around town had sent.

“Poor, poor Elsie!” she clucked. “I was so sorry to hear about Big Mama’s passin’ away. We will miss her terribly.”

Elsie was relieved to see her aunt pull up behind the florist.

“I expect you’ll miss her business, too,” sniffed Aunt Ruby as she walked into the kitchen.

The florist blushed. “Well, yes, of course we’ll miss her--she was a good customer.”

Elsie frowned. “She was?” Odd, she knew her mother had no love for flowers. She couldn’t imagine her spending money at the florist.

“Your mama sent roses to the hospital every week, didn’t you know that? We sure are gonna miss her.”

Elsie thought about her little hidden garden out back and the flowers she struggled to grow in the shade of the old shed. She’d had to plead for the money to buy a few packets of seed and Big Mama had even grumbled about that.

The florist finally left and Aunt Ruby flopped down on the sofa. “I’m not sure I can get back up,” she said, and Elsie laughed. Her aunt smiled. “It’s good to hear you laugh, honey. I don’t hear it nearly enough around here. Now I’ll pick you up at five to carry you to the funeral parlor. There shouldn’t be nearly as many folks at the visitation as were here today. At least, I hope not,” Aunt Ruby said, blowing out a breath. “I declare, they mean well, but I’d just as well do without half of them.”

Elsie had to agree with her aunt. 

* * * *

When Ruby stopped by to pick Elsie up later that afternoon, she frowned at the dress she’d chosen to wear. “Is that your best one, honey?” she asked. The dress was clean and well-pressed, but obviously faded and Ruby knew Elsie had had it for years.

Elsie’s face turned red and she shook her head, ashamed. “I’m saving my best one, the black one, for the funeral. This is really all I have other than it.”

Ruby pursed her lips. “Oh well, never you mind that. Nobody cares what we wear anyway. If anybody says a peep, I’ll give ’em a piece of my mind! Let’s go and get this over with.”

* * * *

By the time Elsie and Ruby walked into the funeral home, a few mourners had gathered and were standing around the coffin, admiring Dudley Cunningham’s handiwork and saying how natural Big Mama looked. He hovered off to the side, quietly greeting visitors. Elsie thought he looked like one of those raucous black crows that Uncle Albert tried to keep out of the corn.

Elsie stood off to the side of the room, with her back to the coffin. Every now and then she’d glance in that direction, but the crowd blocked her view. Finally, Aunt Ruby pushed them all out of the way and forced her to walk up closer. Elsie looked everywhere else but at Big Mama’s face. 

“This is your last chance, honey,” Aunt Ruby said.

When she did finally look at her mama, Elsie wondered why she had been so frightened. It didn’t look like Big Mama at all. It looked like somebody had carved a giant doll out of soap, or candle wax, and put Big Mama’s dress and hat on it. She stared, and finally whispered “Goodbye, mama. I did the best I could.” But she knew her best had never been good enough for Big Mama. 

Elsie sobbed, and Ruby gently turned her away. “I think we’ve been here long enough,” she said, frowning at several women who were gossiping and staring at Elsie. “Come on, time to go home.”

* * * *

She walked Elsie to the door and asked if she wanted them to come in. Elsie said no, she’d be fine. Ruby looked relieved.

“I know how tired you are, Aunt Ruby, and I’m so grateful to you for being here with me.” She fiercely hugged her aunt. “But I still don’t know what I’ll do without my mama.”

“You’ll be fine, honey. You are stronger than you think. I’ll be back early in the morning. Remember, all the kin will be back for supper after the burial. So get plenty of rest while you can.”

Elsie finally fell into an exhausted, fitful sleep and had snatches of dreams where Big Mama chased her around the kitchen with the fly swatter. She woke several times, her thin cotton gown soaked with perspiration and her head ached. 

* * * *

The next morning, Elsie was awakened by a clap of thunder that shook the house. She wondered why it was so quiet. Then it all came back to her with sickening reality. It was the day of Big Mama’s funeral. 

Elsie jumped out of bed, washed her face, put on the old black dress with the jet buttons. The dress had faded to a dark, dingy grey. She hesitated a moment, then went to her mother’s jewelry box and took out a little rhinestone pin that Big Mama always worn to church on Sundays. She guiltily pinned it to her shoulder and admired herself in the mirror. She pulled a comb through her hair, pinned it back with a few hairpins and walked downstairs.

She put on a pot of coffee, hesitated, then swallowed two of her nerve pills from the bottle on the windowsill. She sat at the table marveling at the silence.

Ruby showed up soon thereafter with freshly-baked biscuits. She scrambled some eggs, sliced some ham and fixed a plate for Elsie. She was barely able to get down a few bites before her stomach clenched.

“We’d best be going, don’t want to be late,” Ruby said.

They drove by Ruby’s farm, picked up Uncle Albert and drove to the cemetery. By then, the rain was coming down in torrents and the thunder boomed.

“Just as well that it’s raining,” Aunt Ruby said when they arrived at the cemetery, looking up at the sky. “It probably kept some folks at home, where they belong.” She sniffed. “But that won’t keep them from showing up later on, to eat. They always show up to eat, don’t you know.” She looked sideways at Elsie, took her by the shoulders and pulled her close.

Brother and Mrs. Goody pulled up in their brand new Chevrolet. He ran around to the passenger side, struggling to open an umbrella for his wife. She squealed when a sudden gust of wind blew up her skirt, making it balloon like a parachute, and that made Elsie smile. 

“Perfect funeral weather, don’t you think?” Evelyn said, in way of greeting. “It’s God cryin’ big ol’ tears for those who have passed, I always say.”

Elsie had to wonder if God would cry tears at all, much less for Big Mama. It did seem, though, that the sicker Big Mama got, the more religion she had. So Elsie allowed that maybe she was wrong to wonder.

The funeral home had erected a small tent and they all ran for cover. Pretty soon, a handful of people had gathered, and the preacher nodded. One lady strummed an auto-harp and warbled out Peace in the Valley, one of Big Mama’s favorite songs and one of the few gospel songs that Elsie liked.

Thunder rumbled and lightning flashed. Aunt Ruby pulled Elsie close, noticed she was shivering and mumbled, “We’re gonna get struck by this lightning if you don’t hurry this along, Pastor Goody.”

He did, since by then the rain that blew up under the tent was drenching them all. Somebody nudged Elsie and she stepped forward and dropped a single rose onto Big Mama’s casket, then stepped back. She watched as the black clouds suddenly receded into the distance and a rainbow appeared

“Well, would you look at that?” Pastor Harmon Goody said. “God sent Big Mama a rainbow to welcome her home through them Pearly Gates!” Elsie wondered why God would wait until the funeral to welcome Big Mama home, and not on the day she died, but she didn’t say anything about it.

One of the deacons boomed “Amen!” and the small crowd began to disperse.

“Come on, honey,” Aunt Ruby said, urging Elsie back to the car. “We’re soaked; it’s best we get out of these wet clothes as soon as we can. I’d hate for you to catch your death…” she stopped abruptly. “I’d hate for you to catch a cold.”

Elsie turned a wavery smile up at her aunt and trudged towards the car. She looked back over her shoulder and saw two men in work clothes move a canvas tarp aside to uncover a great mound of dry dirt. They quickly scooped it up in their shovels and threw it into the hole, over Big Mama.

Elsie heard the first thud of the dirt clods on Big Mama’s casket and shivered. All she could think about was how quiet it would be in the house without her mama’s radio programs yakkety yakkety yakking day and night. No more fire and brimstone from The Good Time Gospel Hour, the Family Altar radio program and those other radio evangelists Big Mama listened to night and day. If she’d had to listen to I Want God’s Bosom to be Mine one more time, Elsie thought she might run screaming right through the screen door into the darkness of night, never to be seen again. 

As soon as the service was over, people swarmed to their cars like ants and jockeyed for position to get out of the muddy quagmire leading out of the cemetery. All the cars were lined up like so many shiny beetles, inching forward slowly until they reached the main road.

Nobody talked much on the way home. Uncle Albert mentioned the rain, and how the cotton farmers would appreciate it. Aunt Ruby mentioned her Victory garden, and how the tomatoes were slow to ripen this year. Everyday, common talk. Elsie felt a sense of relief and wondered if she’d burn in hell for enjoying something normal, something safe.

Pretty soon, they were home.

* * * *

If Elsie thought the house was chaotic before the funeral, it got even worse afterwards. It didn’t take long before a crowd showed up back at the house, with a few dozen more that hadn’t attended the burial services.

Elsie walked back to the kitchen and sat down at the table, which was piled high with even more food. She saw that all the countertops, the little utility cart and the stove were loaded with mountains of mysterious dishes, all covered with clean dishcloths or tin foil.

A lady that Elsie knew as Mrs. Peabody bustled in, taking charge. She looked at Elsie as if she didn’t even know who she was. “Got any clean aprons around here?” she barked and frowned when Elsie shook her head. Norma Fisher pulled some clean ones out of her large pocketbook like rabbits out of a hat and passed them around.

People came and went for several hours. Finally, the last visitor disappeared down the road and Elsie sat, starting at the piles of leftovers and dirty dishes.

Aunt Ruby blew out an exhausted breath and plopped down beside her.

“I can’t believe it’s all over,” Elsie said.
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