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DELLA REDD

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 20, 2016

Mrs. Rosie Permenter, a sixty- eight- year- old hypochondriac 
with self- diagnosed bursitis, bronchitis, and the bubonic 
plague, was a regular at the clinic. She leaned over my coun-
ter while I typed on the keyboard and said, “Della, I’ve been 
smelling bread. You know what that means?”

“No, Mrs. Rosie, I don’t.”
“The internet says it’s a sign of an imminent stroke. If I 

closed my eyes right now, I’d swear I was in a bakery. Don’t 
you smell it? Don’t you smell buttery croissants?”

“No, Mrs.  Rosie. Can’t say that I do.” I focused on 
the computer screen and typed “smells bread” next to the 
complaint tab.

“It’s only a matter of time . . .” Her voice trailed off.
“Have a seat and Melanie will call you back shortly.” I 

adjusted the purple flower tucked behind my ear while she 

9780785248286_DellaDarby.indd   19780785248286_DellaDarby.indd   1 8/31/22   1:27 PM8/31/22   1:27 PM



SUSANNAH B. LEWIS

2

struggled to lift her heavy handbag from the counter and 
limped to the nearest plaid chair in the waiting room.

Mrs.  Rosie was the last patient before lunch. Once 
Melanie called the frail woman to an exam room, I finished 
coding a couple of charts and then retreated to the kitchen 
at the back of the building with my purple floral lunch box 
in tow. As a born and raised southern lady, I believed there 
was nothing quite as divine as my grandmother’s homemade 
biscuits or the occasional slice of pecan pie, but I firmly 
believed moderation was key. Seventy years of good old 
southern eating had wreaked havoc on my grandmother’s 
body (she never had any qualms about licking a stick of 
butter like a lollipop), and bingeing in high school wreaked 
havoc on my waistline. Watching Dr. Faulkner’s patients sip 
their Big Gulps in the waiting room chairs made me roll my 
eyes. Was it any surprise they were in poor health, ingesting 
caramel coloring and aspartame in such large quantities?

I always packed a healthy lunch with a glass bottle of 
filtered water. I removed the plain turkey and cheese on 
whole grain bread from the small Tupperware and took a 
bite. Although my grandmother, like most southerners, had 
mayonnaise in her kitchen at all times, I abhorred the tex-
ture and referred to it as “the devil’s white sauce.” In high 
school, Maryanne Gleason regularly ate bologna and cheese 
on white bread smothered in ketchup. I nearly vomited at the 
sight. Only a twisted individual would douse bologna and 
bread in ketchup. Maryanne was probably currently incar-
cerated at the women’s prison in Jackson for murdering her 
family.

I rushed to finish my meal before Melanie and Camilla 
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entered the kitchen with their cheap cups of ramen or salads 
drenched in runny ranch dressing. On Mondays and Fridays, 
they usually spent their lunch break at the diner down the 
street. I was never invited, and that was okay with me. On 
those days I relished the peace and quiet of the kitchen. 
However, today was Thursday, and before I could finish 
my last few apple slices, they bounded through the door in 
their matching gray scrubs. They didn’t acknowledge me as 
Melanie grabbed an energy drink (don’t get me started on 
the ill effects of those) from the refrigerator and Camilla 
popped a plastic container into the microwave. Heat and 
plastic were a dangerous combination, but I would never 
tell Camilla. I didn’t care what kind of chemicals Camilla 
ingested. The hotter her plastic container, the better.

As the nurses sat across from me at the round table and 
ridiculed Mrs. Rosie’s latest complaint, one of the fluores-
cent lights flickered above us, and I made a mental note 
to call Handyman Humphries to come and fix it. I quickly 
chewed the ripe apple slice, hoping I wouldn’t choke and 
require the Heimlich maneuver. Melanie and Camilla would 
let me gasp for air. Probably with smiles on their faces.

“Della,” Melanie started in, “that’s a lovely dress you’re 
wearing today.”

She condescendingly enunciated lovely the way you call 
chartreuse curtains or a hairless cat looovely.

“The flower behind your ear is lovely as well,” Camilla 
added.

Camilla, that new shade of foundation you’re wearing 

is also quite lovely. I barely noticed how much darker it is 

than your neck, I thought.
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“Thank you, ladies,” I responded as the juice from the 
apple threatened to drip down my chin. “You are too kind.”

Camilla snorted at my comment before shoveling piping 
hot, plastic soup into her mouth.

“So what’s the latest with Faulkner and Shelly?” Camilla 
quietly asked Melanie.

They often gossiped around me. They knew their secrets 
were safe with me because I didn’t have anyone to tell, other 
than my twin sister, and everyone knew she wouldn’t repeat 
anything since she never talked to anyone.

“I’m thrilled he finally went through with it.” Melanie’s 
voice was unusually soft so Dr. Faulkner wouldn’t hear from 
Mrs. Rosie’s exam room across the hall. “He needs to dis-
tance himself from Shelly or she’s going to take him and this 
clinic down with her.”

It was no secret Dr. Faulkner’s wife, Shelly, was addicted 
to painkillers. She hurt her knee while running a 5K a few 
years ago, and since the meniscus surgery, she’d become 
dependent on pills. Dr. Faulkner confided in the nurses that 
Shelly had stolen scripts from him on numerous occasions, 
and he was at his wit’s end with her addiction. She refused 
rehab, and since Dr. Faulkner declined to write prescriptions 
for her, she started getting her fix from drug dealers. Her 
white Range Rover was regularly spotted in the roughest 
parts of town. This morning, as I read the paper between 
patients, I noticed printed in black and white in the Public 
Notice section of the Tallahatchie County Examiner that 
Dr. Faulkner had filed for divorce. I knew it would be the 
subject at the lunch table.

“He should have dropped her that first time she came 
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in here, high as a bird, rummaging through drawers for 
pills,” Camilla commented with a shrug. Her messy brown 
ponytail hung loosely over her shoulder as she slurped her 
carcinogenic soup.

Melanie agreed, the disgusting white dressing puddling 
in the corners of her mouth.

“Who do you think will pounce on Doc first, Mel? Nina 
Blakely? Every time she comes in for a thyroid checkup, she’s 
wearing a low- cut blouse. I thought she’d end up getting a 
breast exam last time she was here.” Camilla darted her eyes 
toward the exam room to make sure the door was still shut 
with Dr. Faulkner inside.

“Nina or Della here.” Melanie snickered.
“Excuse me?” I asked.
“Oh, Della, we know you’ve got the hots for Faulkner. 

We see the way you look at him all googly- eyed,” Melanie 
said. “You turn to mush every time the man speaks to you.”

I glared at Melanie. “I won’t deny Dr.  Faulkner is a 
handsome man, but I am not interested in him in that way.”

“Wouldn’t that be a laugh! Oh, Camilla! Can you 
imagine Dr. Faulkner and Della as a couple?”

“It would be easier to imagine an alien riding a 
three- legged unicorn.” Adolescent Camilla, only twenty- 
two- years- old, covered her mouth to stifle her laughter the 
way an ill- mannered middle schooler would.

Speaking of aliens, I wonder if Melanie’s husband will 

ever grow into his gigantic head?

My grandmother, Birdie, said hurt people hurt people. 
Melanie appeared to have it all: a career as an RN, a success-
ful (though large- headed) husband, and two blonde- haired, 
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blue- eyed daughters who wore matching outfits. Her gol-
dendoodle was always immaculately groomed and her 
Instagram photos portrayed perfection in a bright, shiny 
filter, but Melanie must’ve been hurt in some way because 
she found great joy in hurting me. She mocked me at the ele-
mentary school lunch table twenty years ago, the same way 
she did now. In high school I once spilled water on my pants 
and she started the rumor that I was incontinent. Because 
of her malicious lies, I found adult diapers in my locker for 
months.

It wasn’t just Melanie who bullied me in school. Because 
our mother was the black sheep of the entire town, my sister, 
Darby, and I were both ridiculed by many of our class-
mates. I was sure our peers overheard their parents talking 
about our mother around the dinner table. I imagined they 
described our mama, Cindy Redd, as despicable and irre-
sponsible. After all, the consequences of her foolish actions 
not only resulted in her death but the deaths of innocent 
people. Fellow students bought into their parents’ opinions, 
and Darby and I were abandoned on the playground, left to 
eat lunch alone, teased and taunted.

I tried to gain acceptance from the A- list crowd, hoping 
that would somehow redeem our family name and people 
would forget what our mother did. That didn’t work— not 
here in judgmental Clay Station, Mississippi, where everyone 
had long memories and loud opinions. Time and again I 
aimed to befriend my enemies, but I was repeatedly rejected 
and intimidated, which fueled my bitterness toward them. 
My self- esteem was at an all- time low in junior high, and 
I overate to cope. I successfully fulfilled the role of chubby 
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outcast. It wasn’t until I got out of this one- horse town after 
high school graduation that I finally discovered my worth, 
got healthy, and became a confident woman.

Melanie should have outgrown her mean- girl persona 
years ago, and maybe she had, but working with immature 
Camilla every day revived it. They fed off one another, the 
same way Melanie fed off her obnoxious friends when we 
were kids. Although I loathed the nurses and was guilty of 
silently responding to their criticisms with equally juvenile 
retaliations (which they deserved for the way they treated 
me), I was far too mature to stoop to their level and actually 
speak those comebacks aloud.

“Dr. Faulkner is a looker; I’ll tell you that. If I wasn’t 
happily married . . .” Melanie began as Camilla nodded in 
agreement.

“Well, I’ll be going now.” I gathered my trash and tucked 
it inside my lunch box.

“Is that new, Della?” Camilla pointed to the lilac insu-
lated bag.

“It matches your dress so well. And your flower. Della 
and her purple.” Melanie gulped the caffeinated sugar from 
the brightly colored can.

“I do favor purple, yes,” I said before exiting the kitchen.
And I’d like to give you both a fat purple eye.

l l l

Our house was six miles out of the city limits, surrounded 
by fertile, red- clay Mississippi corn and cotton fields. It 
was barely visible from winding Yocona Road— hidden by 
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hundreds- year- old oaks and pines at the end of a long gravel 
drive. Birdie had lived in the small, white clapboard house 
since she and Grandaddy married. She raised her only child, 
my mother, in the home. And after Mama died, it was where 
she raised my sister and me.

Thankfully the last patient hadn’t run late that day, so 
I arrived home before five thirty to see Darby’s small gray 
truck in the front yard beneath the pine grove. I parked my 
purple PT Cruiser at the back of the house where the gravel 
drive ended, next to the flower garden. In it, I grew bellflow-
ers, balloon flowers, lavender, pansies, and gladiolus— all 
in gorgeous shades of my favorite hue. Although it was 
October, it was unseasonably warm and the plants still 
thrived. Morning glory crawled the ground of the garden 
and up the white trellis, and that was the flower I’d chosen 
to tuck behind my ear that morning. The petal had wilted 
throughout the day, and when I got out of the car, I tossed 
it back to the soil where it originated.

When I walked through the creaking back door, I was 
greeted by Perry, my tabby cat. He was a beauty with white 
stripes, swirls, and spots covering his gray coat. He’d shown 
up on our doorstep several years before, meowing and mal-
nourished, and although I’ve never been an animal lover, I 
took him in. I wasn’t sure if the cat was male or female, so I 
named it Periwinkle. After the first vet visit revealed he was 
male, I shortened the name to something manly. He was a 
welcomed sight after being heckled at work by Tweedledum 
and Tweedledee. He never sneered at my purple clothing or 
the flower in my hair.

“Hey, sweet boy.” I reached down to rub his back as 
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his tail stretched tall and he brushed against my leg, leaving 
stray hairs on my dress.

I draped my wine- colored purse on the hook by the back 
door and called, “Birdie? Darby? I’m home.” When I walked 
into the kitchen, my grandmother and sister were standing 
behind the bar. Resting on the mint- colored tile countertop 
was a large, round Mississippi Mud cake with two candles 
flickering.

“Happy birthday!” they cheered.
“Well, happy birthday to you too!” I said to my twin.
“Your poor sister has been watching this cake like a lion 

watches a gazelle,” Birdie exclaimed. “Let’s slice her up.”
“No supper first?” The tan loafers slipped from my feet 

as I sat on the barstool and Perry hopped into my lap.
“I didn’t cook no supper. Birthday cake is your sup-

per. Prentice brought a gallon of milk by today. I know you 
ain’t too keen on sugar, Della, but it’s your birthday. You’re 
allowed to eat cake all night if you want. You barely eat 
enough to keep a bird alive as it is.” Birdie turned to the 
refrigerator and pulled out the white gallon jug. “But first I 
reckon I’ve got to sing to my two favorite girls.”

Birdie’s raspy voice, hardened by years of smoking Pall 
Malls, filled our small home and then we blew out the white 
candles. Put off by the smell of smoke (or maybe Birdie’s 
warbling), Perry scampered off my lap and disappeared to 
my room at the back of the house.

“Twenty- nine years ago, on October 20, 1987, at 8:32 
a.m., Della Marie arrived first,” Birdie began the traditional 
birthday story. “And along came Darby Ann at 8:35. Two 
identical peach bundles with heads full of dark hair and 
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loud, healthy cries that could wake the dead. I remember it 
like it was yesterday. I may be a senile old woman, but I’ll 
never forget one of the happiest days of my life.”

Darby retrieved the decades- old daisy- covered plates 
from the oak cupboard and Birdie sliced into the decadent 
chocolate before saying, “Well, Della, you look finer than 
frog hair. That sure is a pretty dress.”

“Thank you.” I glanced to the floor- length purple frock. 
I could always count on my grandmother to compliment my 
clothing. “I bought it at Taliaferro’s a few months back, but 
I’ve put off wearing it until today.”

There were only two stools at the small bar in the 
kitchen, so we took our plates topped with Mississippi Mud 
to the living room. That was where we ate most of our meals 
anyway. Birdie sat in her worn brown recliner, and Darby 
and I took our usual spots on the navy- blue corduroy couch. 
We pulled metal TV trays close to us and set our full glasses 
of milk on them while the flat- screen television I bought 
Birdie last Christmas that was on the stand in the corner 
played Murder, She Wrote. It was Birdie’s favorite show. I 
found every season on DVD at a garage sale a long time back 
and gave them to her for Christmas. You’d have thought she 
won the lottery. She played a different disc each night.

“Seems like people would leave town when Jessica 
Fletcher shows up. She goes to a wedding and the groom 
is stabbed. Visits a friend at work and someone falls out an 
office window. That old woman is an omen,” I commented 
while I stuck a fork into my cake. “Cabot Cove, Maine, is 
the murder capital of the world.”

“Fiddlesticks, Della. Jessica is a hero. She’s a regular 
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Sherlock Holmes, she is,” our grandmother said between 
bites. “Did you two have a big day? How was work?”

“Same old,” Darby answered.
“Della? What about you? Did your coworkers bring in 

cupcakes to celebrate?”
“No, ma’am. I didn’t tell them it’s my birthday.”
“That’s ridiculous. Birthdays aren’t to be taken for 

granted. You should have told them and let them do some-
thing nice for you. You both deserve something special. 
Especially on your birthday. That’s why I want you two 
to have a fancy little party for your thirtieth next year.” 
She talked a mile a minute. “I already know what I want 
for mine in May. I want a big bouquet of balloons. Bright 
colors. Not just purple, Della. Oh, and I want a plate of fried 
green tomatoes. Darby, you can do that. You’ve watched 
me make them a hundred times. That’s what I want for my 
seventy- seventh birthday. I never thought I’d make it this 
long, so I’m going to celebrate. Lord willing and the creek 
don’t rise.”

“So you say Mr. Prentice brought this milk by, yeah?” 
I held up the glass. “That was awfully nice of him.” Darby 
and I exchanged glances.

“Girls, how many times do I have to tell you? Prentice 
Mims is a friend. He’s my chauffer since I can’t see good no 
more. That’s all.” Her cheeks blushed crimson as if she were 
wearing rouge.

Birdie was once a real looker. She had a movie star face, 
likened to that of Greta Garbo. An old eight- by- ten wedding 
photograph of her and our grandaddy, Joe Edward Redd, 
still hung on the wood- paneled living room wall next to 
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her recliner. I’d often look at it and then down to her sitting 
there doing cross- stitch or watching Jessica Fletcher snoop-
ing around a crime scene. Time and numerous health issues 
surely had taken their toll on Birdie. Her once thick, bouncy, 
reddish- blonde hair was now thin and gray and always piled 
in a bun atop her head. Crow’s- feet surrounded her pale- 
blue eyes, deep wrinkles were embedded in her cheeks, and 
her skin was spotted with dark bruises from blood thinners. 
She was still the full- figured woman of her youth, but the 
damaged and aged skin on her hefty arms sagged beneath 
the housedresses (all plaid in pastel shades) she wore every 
day. Her ankles were the size of tree trunks, and more often 
than not, she was barefoot. She always said feet were meant 
to breathe.

“I think you and Mr. Prentice make a precious couple,” 
I pressed.

“Della, you’re making mountains out of molehills,” 
Birdie replied before finishing her last bite of cake. “Are you 
ready for your presents?”

“You didn’t have to get us anything.” Darby pushed 
her empty plate to the back of the TV tray. “The cake was 
plenty.”

“Nonsense.” Birdie moved her metal tray to the side and 
then struggled to push herself out of the recliner while the 
arms of the chair creaked. “I’ve always gotten my girls a 
gift. Just because I can’t drive no more doesn’t mean I didn’t 
get you anything.” She shuffled, barefoot, across the scraped 
and scruffy hardwood floor and disappeared to the back of 
the house.
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“Birdie the gift- giver,” I said. “We don’t even get gifts 
for each other. Never have. Should we?”

“No.” Darby brushed crumbs from her navy work pants 
and settled into the crook of the couch.

Birdie returned with two small boxes impeccably 
wrapped in solid white paper. A purple bow was affixed to 
my gift and a black- and- white- polka- dotted one to Darby’s. 
I quickly unwrapped mine to reveal an amethyst teardrop 
pendant on a silver chain.

“How beautiful, Birdie! My favorite color, of course.” 
I examined the necklace. “When did you have a chance to 
get this?”

“Don’t worry about that.” She slowly fell back into her 
recliner, breathing heavily from the walk across the house.

“Mr. Prentice took you down to Garrity’s Jewelry Store, 
didn’t he? You lovebirds browse a few engagement rings 
while you were there?” I pestered her.

She stuck her tongue out at me and said, “Come on now, 
Darby. You’re slow as molasses in January.”

“I don’t want to damage the bow,” my sister said as she 
carefully removed it from the package. From the box she 
pulled a wooden pen.

“Oh, Birdie,” she said in almost a whisper.
“It’s made of maple.” Birdie seemed pleased with her-

self. “Russell McKenney made it with his own two hands. 
That man is quite the woodcarver. Always has been. You 
ever seen that deer head he carved out of a tree trunk? It’s 
something.”

“Oh, it’s beautiful.” Darby carefully examined the pen 
as if it were fine crystal.
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Birdie nodded. “It’s to write down all those poems 
you’ve got swimming in your head.”

“Thank you, Birdie.” She stifled tears. “It’s my new 
favorite thing.”

“It’ll be perfect to address Birdie and Mr.  Prentice’s 
wedding invitations with too,” I added.

Birdie rolled her eyes and reclined her chair. “I declare, 
Della Marie Redd, you’re incorrigible.”
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DARBY REDD

FRIDAY, OCTOBER 21, 2016

Each morning on my way to work, Mrs. Dalton’s German 
shepherd chased the back tires of my truck. When he gave 
up the chase, the big dummy would lie down in the middle 
of the road, exhausted and panting. Although we didn’t have 
much traffic out our way, I feared he was going to be hit 
by one of the combines or cotton trailers that occasionally 
drove by. I’d carry the guilt for the rest of my life. I worried 
about that dog most mornings while I cooked breakfast, and 
today was no exception.

My shift at the plastic factory started at seven, but I was 
up every morning by five. I always left a plate of eggs and 
bacon on the stove for Birdie and Della, although it was cold 
by the time they woke up. They were both late risers. Della 
had to be at work at eight, but Birdie said sometimes Della 
didn’t roll out of bed until seven fifteen. How she so quickly 
applied all that makeup and stuck flowers in her hair, I never 
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understood. I didn’t care for makeup. Or fixing my hair. I 
only owned translucent face powder and a tube of mascara, 
but rarely used either.

Like Della’s, my hair was long and dark. Unlike Della’s, 
it was lifeless. It would not hold curl or even a hair clip. Both 
slipped out within minutes. It certainly wouldn’t hold flower 
stems like Della’s did. I often thought of cutting it all off, but 
then I wouldn’t be able to tuck it behind my ears, and that 
was my go- to mannerism when I was given unwanted atten-
tion. We may have been identical in appearance, but Della 
and I couldn’t have been more different. She rarely avoided 
attention, she was resentful and discontent, she only wore 
my least favorite color of purple, and sugar and condiments 
made her retch. Unbeknownst to her, I enjoyed a blob of 
ketchup on my scrambled eggs every morning and slathered 
my toast with sugary grape jelly.

The eggs sizzled in the frying pan as Perry entered the 
kitchen and stretched from a long night’s sleep at Della’s 
side. He knew I’d toss down a crumble of bacon or egg to 
him, so he waited patiently at my socked feet. Once the eggs 
were fluffy, I granted his wish and he carefully chewed the 
small, hot bite.

It was still dark outside as I sat at the kitchen bar with 
my plate and cup of black coffee. The house was silent 
except for the hum of the refrigerator and Perry’s sandpaper 
tongue giving himself a bath. I thought about the day ahead 
and eight lengthy hours of popping white caps onto orange 
pill bottles. Some nights when I couldn’t sleep, I heard the 
beeping of forklifts in reverse and the roaring of factory 
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machinery. Soaking in the silence and solace of the dark 
morning hours was the reason I woke up before dawn.

I wished I could have the same quietude during my lunch 
break at work, but Cliff Waters wouldn’t let that happen. 
He kept an eye on me from his line across the factory and 
took his lunch break at the same time I took mine. He was 
relentless. Always chasing, just like Mrs. Dalton’s German 
shepherd. He’d sit across from me at the picnic table beneath 
the Bradford pear outside the main door with a Coke from 
the vending machine and something deliciously sweet like 
a honey bun or candy bar. Maybe Cliff was drawn to me 
because we shared the same childish diet. I didn’t know 
what other reason there could be. I was plain to look at and 
painfully shy. I walked with my head down at work in an 
effort to avoid eye contact and conversation.

I was an introvert, but I didn’t view my standoffishness 
as a handicap. I was content that this was just who I was. 
I’d always thought my shyness made me more observant of 
the world, which made for good poems. Aside from pen-
ning rhymes in the seclusion of my bedroom, my idea of a 
good time was putting on warm pajamas before dusk and 
watching “mature lady slash author slash detective” reruns 
that were older than I was with my seventy- six- year- old 
grandmother.

I knew Birdie was ready for me to find a nice man and set 
out on my own, but I wasn’t interested in dating. I certainly 
wasn’t attracted to Cliff Waters. He was his own kind of 
peculiar. He bounced around like an excited puppy dog with 
a full bladder. His long, lanky arms quickly swung back and 
forth, and he seemed to spring from his heels (maybe from 
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his sugar highs). His thick glasses were too big for his face 
and often rested on the tip of his nose. Cliff’s dark hair was 
buzzed too short, and his beard was so wiry and unkempt 
that he was forced to wear a paper face mask that prohibited 
scraggly hairs from falling into pill bottles. I often wondered 
why he didn’t just shave to avoid the hassle of a mask.

l l l

A cold front moved through the night before and left the 
October air crisp and cool. Aside from avoiding conversa-
tion with anyone other than Birdie or Della, I also avoided 
being cold. Birdie said I was born with thin blood. Even as a 
kid, I opted to stay inside with my grandmother while Della 
stacked on fifteen layers of clothing to make snow angels 
in the front yard. Shivering while eating my lunch was not 
appealing, so I decided to sit in the warm (but crowded) 
cafeteria instead of beneath the Bradford pear.

Cliff sat down across from me when I was halfway 
through eating my bag of creamy peanut butter sandwiched 
between salty crackers and potato chips. I quickly glanced 
up at him and was surprised to see his face clean- shaven. 
There were two small knicks on his cheeks where he had 
cut himself. I guessed he was tired of wearing that mask 
after all.

“How is your day going, Darby?” he asked while 
unwrapping a chocolate caramel candy bar.

“Fine,” I said quietly before taking a small bite of 
cracker.

“I’ve got a cramp in my hand from the push and turn 
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vials. What you working on today?” The Coke spewed 
slightly when he popped the tab on the can.

“Standard snap caps.”
We sat in silence for a few moments while he glanced 

around the cafeteria and pushed the thick glasses up his nose.
“Nice day out there. Why you want to eat inside?”
“I get cold.” I tucked a strand of limp hair behind my ear.
“My grandmaw don’t like the cold none either. I stop by 

to check on her on the way to work most days. She had the 
heat on this morning. You know how it smells when you cut 
it on for the first time of the season? That’s what her whole 
house smelled like. I can’t get it out of my nose.”

I remained quiet as employees filled the cafeteria. The 
group sitting at the table behind us were loud and boister-
ous. One guy kept punching another in the arm as he told a 
story that the entire table found humorous.

“Forklift drivers,” Cliff said. “I bet they talk so loud 
because their ears are always ringing. Beep. Beep. Beep. Boy, 
that gets on my nerves. I can hear it when I close my eyes 
at night.”

I was done eating, so I placed my trash into the paper 
sack I brought from home and pulled my phone out of my 
pocket. I was aware it was rude for a person to focus on 
a device instead of another person sitting less than a foot 
away, but hiding behind the screen felt safe. Comfortable. 
Quiet.

“What you playing today?” Cliff leaned forward to 
glance at my phone screen.

“Solitaire.”
“You like cards, then?”
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I bobbed my head.
“I play poker with one of my brothers every Friday night 

in Maw’s garage. Maybe you’d like to come sometime?” He 
took a swig of Coke. “It ain’t too cold in there. We’ve got a 
propane heater.”

“I only like solitaire.”
Someone not as withdrawn as me would provide detailed 

answers to Cliff’s questions— to anyone’s questions— 
but I knew detailed answers only led to more questions. 
Elaboration led to conversation. Which led to stuttering, 
nervousness, and pulling my hair behind my ears, which 
stripped it of any liveliness it may have possessed.

I could feel Cliff’s magnified eyes peering at me from 
behind his heavy glasses. When the group behind us erupted 
in laughter, he finally transferred his gaze from me to them. 
I continued to swipe my finger across the screen and placed 
the red three that I had been waiting for atop the black four.

“I guess I’ll get on back to the floor. Have a good rest of 
the day, Darby,” he said before tossing the empty Coke can 
and the candy bar wrapper into the trash next to our table 
and walking away.

Cliff usually stayed with me until the end of the lunch 
break and accompanied me back to the warehouse. When 
I silently sat across from him and fiddled with my phone, 
he’d pull his out, too, and scroll through social media apps. 
Sometimes he’d shove the screen in my face and remark on 
a photo or an article he was reading. The last thing I wanted 
was a social media account. I cared nothing about reading 
people’s reviews of the Jiffy Lube or seeing videos of their 
children noisily banging on drum sets.
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I could have commented on the absence of Cliff’s beard. 
It was the first time I’d ever seen him without that disheveled 
mess covering his face, after all, but my remark would lead 
to his in- depth description of the motivation behind shaving. 
However, as the cards did a victory shuffle across the phone 
screen, I realized it was impolite of me not to tell Cliff that 
he looked much better without his face buried in hair.

l l l

When the whistle blew at three, my replacement, Kerry, 
approached the station where I’d been standing for eight 
hours. I rarely said anything to her, unless I needed to 
inform her of something significant that would affect pro-
duction. Kerry was used to my standoffish demeanor by 
now and didn’t even say hello when she took over the line. 
Cliff was waiting for me at the time clock, as usual. I was 
relieved, I guess, to see him standing there. Only because 
I had worried that my silence regarding the absence of his 
beard and my quick decline of his invitation to play poker 
had been mistaken for impoliteness. I wasn’t a rude person. 
I was just quiet. However, I was aware the two could easily 
be confused.

“Have a good afternoon, Darby?” he asked, right on cue.
“Fine.” I slid my time card into the clock.
We filed out of the building with the rest of our shift. 

At the end of each workday, I was drained and annoyed by 
the roars of the factory, the chitchat of my fellow employees, 
and Cliff’s inquiries at lunch. I couldn’t wait to get home 
and sit on the couch with a steaming cup of coffee in hand.
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“Still cold, yeah?” Cliff asked when I wrapped my arms 
around myself. “If I had a coat, I’d give it to ya.”

“Thank you.” I tugged on my hair as we approached our 
trucks parked side by side in the crowded lot.

“Well, see you tomorrow, then. Have a good night, 
Darby.” He pulled his keys from the pocket of his navy uni-
form pants before stopping at his driver’s side door with a 
dent below the handle.

“Your beard is gone. You look better,” I mumbled as I 
walked past him.

He didn’t hear me. His dusty red truck soon sputtered to 
life and he pulled away.
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BIRDENA REDD

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 1, 2016

Prentice Mims and I both grew up on Route 12 near the 
scrapyard. He and my baby brother, Harwell, were thick as 
thieves. They liked to toss that old football around in our 
dusty front yard and fish off the Tippo Bayou bridge. I never 
paid Prentice any mind back then. I think the most I ever 
said to him was in February 1962 when we saw Harwell 
off to Can Tho, Vietnam. Harwell never came back, and 
Prentice never came over no more.

When Joe Ed and I were honky- tonkers, we used to 
run into Prentice and his wife, Gertie, at the tavern out by 
Lake Louise. Gertie was sweet as pie and Joe Ed was fond 
of Prentice. They chain- smoked and talked about cars and 
Sophia Loren. The four of us used to cut in on each other 
while dancing to George Jones. Prentice had better rhythm 
than my Joe Ed, but I never said it out loud. Joe Ed and I 
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quit running around bars when I got pregnant with Cindy, 
and the four of us drifted apart. Sometimes that happens.

Poor Prentice watched his soulmate waste away with 
cancer for two long years. Della drove me to Gertie’s funeral 
last December, and it was the first time I’d seen Prentice 
Mims in a month of Sundays. After Gertie was put in the 
ground, I kept thinking about Prentice being all alone out 
in that big old farmhouse on Sardis Road, so Della took me 
and a crock of poppyseed chicken out to him. From then 
on, we’d been like he and Harwell used to be— thick as 
thieves. Since my stroke left me blind as a bat in one eye and 
I couldn’t drive anymore, he was kind enough to haul me 
around and run errands for me. We reminisced about our 
glory days and I taught him a little about cross- stitching. 
He’d managed to finish a picture of an eagle with red, white, 
and blue patriotic wings. I wouldn’t hang it up in my house, 
but I’d seen worse. Marjorie Watkins couldn’t even cross- 
stitch her own initials. Always turned out cattywampus 
when she tried.

I knew the girls were happy that I had Prentice to keep 
an eye on me while they were at work. They fretted about 
me so. Since I had my stroke five years back, Della had been 
scared as all get out that I was going to die. I was going to 
die. Death and taxes, wasn’t that what they said? Maybe 
when I did go to my heavenly home, though, Della would 
finally get out of this town for good and be happy again. I’d 
begged her time and again to go back to Chattanooga. She 
thrived when she was there, but she wouldn’t listen to me 
none. Pity to watch her waste the prime of her life away in 
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the same house and same old town she grew up in. I knew I 
was holding her back; I was a burden. Birdena the Burden.

I didn’t feel like a burden to Prentice, though. He enjoyed 
my company as much as I enjoyed his. We was just two old 
souls leaning on each other for comfort since the loves of 
our lives weren’t here anymore. I was glad to have his friend-
ship, and I thought he was cute as a button to boot.

As fond as I was of Prentice, he weren’t no Joe Edward 
Redd. I’d never love anybody the way I loved that man. We 
met at the diner on Highway 8 where I waitressed when I 
was seventeen and he was twenty- four. Some couples boast 
about love at first sight, but Joe Ed and I didn’t have an 
instant attraction. For a while, he was just the tall, broad- 
shouldered handyman from Panola County who ordered 
sausage gravy and biscuits with a big Coca- Cola a couple 
times a week. He stood out to me because he never drank 
orange juice or coffee like the rest of the morning crowd. 
After a few months of refilling his Cokes, we shared a laugh 
over Mrs. Borden’s beehive because that thing nearly reached 
the diner ceiling and heaven beyond. Our laughs sounded 
good together. His was deep and raspy, and mine was a 
high- pitched cackle. Like bass and soprano. In harmony.

Joe Ed came from poor people like I did. He had a no- 
good pa and a mother who tried to run every part of his life 
down to which underwear he wore— even when he made his 
own living and had a full- grown beard. He also had a lazy 
brother who broke his ankle in 1953 but claimed he still 
couldn’t work because of it in 1964, for crying out loud. But 
Jo Ed was nothing like them, thank goodness. The apple not 
only fell far from the tree, but it rolled on down a hill.
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We were married a few days after my eighteenth birth-
day and bought the white shotgun house on Yocona Road. 
Joe Ed did whatever he had to do to pay the bills. Whether it 
was painting a church steeple or hanging an awning for the 
jewelry store or shoveling cow manure out at the Packards’ 
farm, he never turned down any job offered to him. He got 
up every morning at five o’clock and didn’t roll back in the 
house until sometimes fourteen hours later, worn slap out 
and covered in dust or paint or whatever else he’d been wal-
lowing in that day. Joe Ed slept good every night. And I slept 
good next to him.

l l l

“How’s your sandwich, Birdie?” Prentice nodded to the 
greasy cheeseburger in my hand.

“Just fine, Prentice. Tastes almost like mine. Nothing 
like a burger straight out of a skillet. Cast- iron has to be sea-
soned, you know? Ain’t nothing good come out of it unless 
it’s seasoned.” I took a bite and a sauteed onion fell from the 
bun and onto the table.

“I hear that.” He dipped his crinkled french fries in a 
blob of ketchup.

I hadn’t been to Sit a Spell Diner in a good long time. 
They’d recently remodeled, and I barely recognized the 
place. Della didn’t ever want to eat junk food, and Darby 
would rather swing by a drive- through than go inside any-
where and risk having to talk to somebody. It felt good to 
be out of the house enjoying good food and good company. 
I looked at Prentice over the top of my burger. When he was 
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young, he had hair the color of strawberries. Now it was 
white as a sheet, but he still had a head full of it. Same thick 
mustache he’d always had too. Most men my age were bald 
as newborns. Even I was envious of Prentice’s thick mane.

I looked past Prentice and the speck of mustard in his 
whiskers and nodded to the lady with the orange- dyed hair 
placing her order at the red counter. “Well, that’s Shirley 
Mayfield, ain’t it?”

Prentice slowly turned in his seat. “Sure is. I’ll be. I 
thought Shirley died a few years back.”

I chuckled. “Well, goodness gracious, Prentice. You 
must be awful shocked to see her standing there, alive and 
well with hair the color of citrus.”

“I could have sworn I went to her funeral.” Prentice 
shrugged and ate another fry.

“You must be thinking of Shirley Childers. Now, she is 
deader than a doornail.”

“That sounds about right.”
“Shirley!” I raised my hand in the air.
She turned on her pearl- white tennis shoes and saw me. 

After a long squint through her silver glasses, she produced 
a faint smile, lightly waved, and turned back around.

“Well,” I said. “She’s stuck up higher than a light pole.”
“She’s not coming over here, is she? I don’t want to get 

caught up in a conversation with Shirley Mayfield. What 
would I say? ‘Oh, hey there, Shirley. Thought you were 
dead.’ ”

“No, she ain’t coming.” I scowled. “Just like the rest 
of ʼem.”

Until Prentice came around, I mostly stayed in my chair 
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doing cross- stitch and watching the greatest detective of all 
time, Jessica Fletcher. Darby sometimes took me on drives 
around the county, and Della and I occasionally had a sit- 
down meal at the Catfish House in Panola because they had 
a salad bar she could eat off of. The girls and I went to 
church, but only on Easter Sunday. Other than that, though, 
I rarely saw any of my old acquaintances around town. I’d 
assumed they’d forgotten about Cindy’s accident, but Shirley 
snubbing me right there in the middle of the diner proved 
they hadn’t.

“It doesn’t amount to a hill of beans, Birdie.” Prentice 
slurped the rest of his sweet tea through the red straw.

“Twenty- three years it’s been, Prentice. Think they’d 
let it go by now. Shirley and I used to pal around quite a 
bit before Cindy died. We drove up to Branson to see Mel 
Tillis one time, for crying out loud. Now she won’t even say 
hello.” I gathered a napkin and wiped the grease from my 
fingertips.

“What’s Shirley Mayfield matter anyway? I thought 
she’d been dead all these years. Didn’t miss her none.” 
Prentice chuckled. “I heard if you ain’t had use for some-
thing in six months— you know, clothes in your closet and 
such— to get rid of it. Well, that’s how you ought to feel 
about Shirley Mayfield. You ain’t had a need for her in a 
long time. Good riddance.”

I laughed. “Prentice, you’re a mess.”
When we were done eating, Prentice asked if I wanted to 

go riding for a little while and I happily obliged. We took old 
Route 12 and passed the site of the red wooden schoolhouse, 
torn down long ago. We chatted about all the homeplaces 
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we passed and those who lived there. Funny how I couldn’t 
remember to thaw out the pork chops for supper, but I rec-
ollected just fine where Jimmy Rogers grew up and all the 
goats his daddy had. Mr. Rogers had a billy that was meaner 
than a snake. That big old thing rammed his head against 
the fence anytime someone got nearby. Had a long beard, 
just like Jimmy’s daddy. Jimmy’s daddy was mean as a snake 
too. Never saw him ram his head into a fence, but I wouldn’t 
have been a bit surprised if he did.

Tallahatchie County, Mississippi, was home, and I was 
always tender toward it. It was where I was born and raised 
and where I met my sweet Joe Ed. Cindy came along after 
Joe Ed and I sowed all our wild oats— in the spring of 1972, 
when I was nearly thirty and Joe Ed was thirty- seven. She 
was the best thing to ever happen to us. I’d heard couples 
say having a baby brought stress to the marriage, but the 
opposite was true for us. Cindy Jane didn’t wedge us apart. 
She brought us together. She filled our hearts with so much 
love that oftentimes we thought we would burst. Her coo 
harmonized with our laughter.

Cindy was shy from the time she was a toddler. She hid 
behind my dress anytime we encountered people. I thought 
she’d grow out of that, but she didn’t. Even when she was a 
teenager and we’d been going to Sand Hill Methodist with 
the same people her whole life long, she was nervous around 
them as if they’d just met. She didn’t even have much to say 
to my best friend Gracie, and she was like family. I didn’t 
understand it. Joe Ed and I often stayed awake after Cindy 
had gone to sleep, wondering why we had such a skittish 
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child. Both Joe Ed and I had big personalities and never met 
a stranger, but Cindy just wasn’t wired like us.

She didn’t have but one friend during her school days, 
Sandra Turner. They met when they were both snaggle-
toothed kids at Eastside Elementary. Sandra was about as 
nervous as Cindy was, so that was their common bond. They 
were both reserved and stood away from the crowds— but 
they stood together. I was real thankful Cindy had Sandra in 
her life. Joe Ed and I loved hearing the sounds of their laugh-
ter when Sandra came over for a sleepover. There wasn’t 
an iota of tenseness when they were together, but Sandra’s 
daddy got a job at the steel mill in Columbus the summer 
before the girls’ first year of high school and Sandra was no 
longer a part of Cindy’s life. Cindy went into a funk. She 
confided in me and my sister, Willa, one day as we shelled 
peas on the front porch that she felt more alone than ever. 
Hearing her say that made my heart heavy as a wet towel.

Wasn’t too long after Sandra left that Joe Ed was diag-
nosed with emphysema after years of chain- smoking. It 
wasn’t more than a month after that when I watched the 
love of my life strapped to a contraption in Dr. Millhouse’s 
office and flipped upside down to drain his lungs. And then 
it wasn’t but a few weeks after that when Joe Ed died. Unlike 
my own mother when my father died, I was shattered to lose 
Joe Ed. I couldn’t have loved that man more. I got tossed 
about in a sea of tears and grief, and I wasn’t a very good 
mama to Cindy at that time. She was mourning the loss of 
her sweet daddy, but I was so paralyzed by my own pain that 
I didn’t help her through hers. I spent too much time in the 
bed and left her alone. That was when she started sneaking a 
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shot of whiskey here and there out of Joe Ed’s liquor cabinet. 
She soon realized she liked how it numbed everything. She 
said it made her “come alive.” She wasn’t scared of people 
no more. “Liquid courage,” they call it.

Wasn’t but a few months after Joe Ed died that I was 
pulling my fifteen- year- old baby out of Midway Tavern, 
drunker than a skunk and unable to stand up straight. Once 
she sobered up, she swore she wouldn’t ever worry me like 
that again. But the demon had already taken hold of her. 
She was in its grip just like my own daddy was all those 
years. She kept sneaking down to that tavern until she got 
pregnant with Della and Darby. I hated to admit it, but I 
was embarrassed about the whole situation and took her 
out of school when I found out she was expecting. I wanted 
to save us both from the ridicule. She said she’d go back to 
school after the babies were born, but she didn’t. She said 
she wanted to stay home with them every day from there 
on out. I agreed to let her drop out, because when the girls 
were born, I hadn’t ever seen my Cindy so happy . . . with 
the exception of her being three sheets to the wind.

I was sure those babies would be her saving grace. I had 
faith they’d be the very thing to keep her from drinking. 
And they did, but only for a short while. Wasn’t long before 
she was coming home late from her job at the box factory. 
I stayed home with the babies on my days off from Piggly 
Wiggly and sent them to Willa’s on the days both Cindy 
and I were at work. Willa loved caring for Della and Darby 
because she never married or had little ones of her own.

Soon Cindy started picking up the girls from Willa’s 
later and later, with whiskey on her breath because she’d 
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been down at Midway after work. Willa started refusing 
them to her when she was in a bad way. Cindy never argued 
with her aunt. She loved her aunt Willa as much as she loved 
me, I think. She’d agree to stay on at Willa’s and have a cup 
of coffee to sober up, and then when I got off work I’d go 
pick up my daughter and granddaughters from my sister’s 
house in town. Willa’d follow us all the way back out to the 
house in Cindy’s Chevette, and then I’d have to haul Willa 
back to her place. It was a big hassle and made me so angry 
at Cindy for doing the things she done.

When the girls started kindergarten, Cindy was still liv-
ing all wrong, and Willa picked Della and Darby up from 
school and kept them late on nights when I was working. 
I couldn’t have made it through without Willa. She was a 
blessing to me my whole life long. Wasn’t but two months 
before Cindy’s accident that Willa died in her sleep. Felt like 
a dagger through my heart, but I was determined not to do 
like I did when Joe Ed died— not to hole myself up in my 
room and neglect my girls. I couldn’t do it if I wanted to, 
anyway. I was too busy keeping up with Cindy and caring 
for Della and Darby. It was a full- time job because Cindy 
started drinking even more to deal with Willa’s death. I was 
worried it would be the thing to send her over the edge. And 
I guess it was.

I had my share of bad memories that took place on 
Tallahatchie County soil, but it was also the place where 
Willa and I walked cool dirt roads in bare feet. Ain’t no 
dirt quite as smooth as Mississippi dirt. Fertile, soft red clay 
begging to be planted. Still, I should have left Clay Station 
when Cindy died. Truth be told, I didn’t have the money or 
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the strength to pick up and start over new with two five- 
year- olds in tow. But if I had moved off, I wouldn’t have 
had to be reminded that other people recalled the dreadful 
accident. Like Shirley Mayfield. I’d wager she didn’t think to 
thaw out her supper either, but she sure remembered what 
my daughter did all them years ago.
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