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Hometown

FOR ME, “hometown” refers to a small town, nestled in the Allegheny Mountains of north central West Virginia, home to generations of family, a place whose history is interspersed with family stories and myths. I left for college and grad school but went home for years to see my divorced parents, and then to visit their graves in the rolling cemetery that splays its green acreage on either side of the winding narrow road where my father taught me to drive. I know now that I loved my hometown, that its long history and layered stories provided the perfect birthplace for a writer. My mother had grown up there, as had most of her friends, and their mothers before them. People lived there all their lives. Despite the sometimes-doubtful economy, no one wanted to leave, or so it seemed to me as a child.

The town was beautiful then. Main Street was thriving. Local people owned the stores and restaurants. We lived on a rural road in a ranch-style brick house that my father had designed and built. Two local newspapers were delivered every weekday, thrust into the round receptacle next to our mailbox at the end of the driveway. My father went to town early on Sundays, to buy the weekend edition of The Charleston Gazette at the Acme Bookstore on Main Street. The Acme smelled of sawdust, and sold newspapers, magazines, school supplies, and comic books. Comic books were Sunday treats. I think of my father, vital and healthy, perusing the racks, choosing a fifteen-cent “Superman” or “Archie” for my brothers, “Millie the Model” or a Classics Illustrated for me. An addicted reader early on, I first read R. Blackmore’s Lorna Doone and George Eliot’s Silas Marner as comics, before finding the original versions in the library, where I’d replenish armloads of borrowed books under my mother’s watchful eye. She was finishing college, studying at night while her children slept.

I looked out the windows of my grade school and saw, across South Kanawha Street, the big house in which my mother had lived until she married my father. My mother had graduated from the local high school in 1943, and my father, nearly a generation earlier, in 1928, but he wasn’t a true native. Born in neighboring Randolph County, Russell Randolph Phillips had lived in my hometown for a few years as a child and moved back for high school. So masculine in bearing and gesture, my father was not a talker. For years, he owned a concrete company: Russ Concrete. My brothers and I rode school buses past bus shelters emblazoned with our father’s name. We seemed to have lived here forever, even before we were born.

In a sense, we had. Both sides of the family had helped settle western Virginia when the land was still a territory. My mother’s great-aunt Jenny had spoken of the “bad old days” of the Civil War. Her people had fought for the Union—her husband had nearly died in Richmond’s infamous Libby Prison—but the Phillips men, a county south, were Confederates. Local families still told stories of those years. The past and present were endlessly intermingled, and West Virginia history was a sixth-grade tradition. Every kid in town knew that West Virginia had seceded from Virginia to stand for the Union, and that a hundred years before, English brothers John and Samuel Pringle had turned their backs on the English crown during the French and Indian War, deserting their posts at Fort Pitt in 1761. They traveled south on foot, living off the land for three years until they arrived at the mouth of what became a river, following it to find shelter in the vast cavity of a living sycamore tree. The primeval forests were then full of gigantic trees forty or fifty feet in circumference, and the eleven-foot-deep cavity would have provided living space of about a hundred square feet, the equivalent of a ten-by-ten room. The brothers survived the frigid winters on plentiful game, waiting out the war until their gunpowder was gone. John Pringle traveled two hundred miles for supplies, and returned with news that amnesty had been declared. The brothers moved to settlements farther south, but John returned with a wife and other settlers whose names are common in the town today: Cutright, Jackson, Gould.

Hometown adolescents visited a third- or fourth-generation descendant of the original sycamore on school field trips. In 1964, my ninth-grade class rode school buses to the meadow along a road called Turkey Run. The buses bounced and groaned, and we all lined up to walk into the teepee-sized opening of what is still officially designated the Pringle Tree. I remember the loamy smell rising from the soil, damp, fertile and hidden. Somehow the version of the Pringle brothers’ story that we learned didn’t emphasize that they left a war to found a settlement in a country so virgin and wild they had only to enter it to escape the bonds of military servitude. Wilderness was freedom.

In the 1920s, two thousand farms, averaging eighty-seven acres each, surrounded the town. Such small, nearly self-sufficient farms survived through the Depression and two world wars. Miners and farmers kept Main Street alive, and the town rituals, seasonal and dependable, provided a world. Everyone knew everyone, and everyone’s story was known. There were Protestant churches of every denomination and a Catholic church, but no synagogue. Parades marched down Main Street on Veterans Day, Memorial Day, and the Fourth of July. The third week in May is still devoted to the Strawberry Festival, and the parade attracts high school marching bands from across the state. The populace lines up on the main thoroughfare to watch hours of marching bands, homemade floats, and home-crowned royalty. The year my cousin was queen, I was six and one of the flower girls in her court. We wore white organdy dresses and waved regally from the queen’s frothy float. The parade wound its way through town, slowly, for hours, as though coursing through a collective dream. Though the queen wore her tiara all summer, the town’s everyday royalty were its doctors and dentists, the professors at the Methodist college, and the football coaches who’d taken the high school team to the state AAA championships. Doctors, especially respected and revered, made house calls.

The long dark hallway to our doctor’s office on Main Street led steeply upstairs and the black rubber treads on the steps absorbed all sound. Even the kids called him Jake. He was tall and bald and sardonic, and he could produce dimes from behind the necks and ears of his young patients, unfurling his closed hand to reveal the sparkle of the coin. The waiting room was always full and the office smelled strongly of rubbing alcohol. Framed collages of the hundreds of babies he’d delivered hung on the walls. My mother insisted on flu shots every year, and we kids dreaded them, but Jake was a master of distraction, bantering and performing while the nurse prepared slender hypodermics. After our shots, we picked cellophane-wrapped suckers from the candy jar, sauntered into the dim stairwell, and floated straight down. The rectangular transom above the street door shone below, a gleaming white light. Out there, the three traffic lights on Main Street changed with little clicks. We’d drive the two miles or so home, past the fairgrounds and the fields, in my mother’s two-tone Mercury sedan. The car was aqua and white, big and flat as a boat. My father would be cooking fried potatoes in the black iron skillet, what he called “starting supper.” It was the only domestic chore he ever performed. I knew he’d learned to peel potatoes in the army, cutting their peels in one continuous spiral motion.

My dad had enlisted and joined the Thirty-Eighth Infantry Division, Corps of Engineers. He helped build airstrips in New Guinea throughout World War II, foreman to crews of GIs and Papuan natives. During the war, my mother had trained as a nurse in Washington, D.C. The big city was exciting, she told me, but the food in the dorms was so bad that all the girls took up smoking to cut their appetites. A family illness forced her return; she came home to nurse her mother. My grandmother was still well enough that my mother went out Saturday nights; she wore red lipstick and her dark hair in a chignon. My father was a handsome older man whose family owned a local hospital. They married in 1948 after a three-week courtship and had three children by October of ’53. The winter that the three of us were ages five months to four years, Dr. Jake made a house call—for my mother. She was undernourished, he told her. Though she’d quit during her pregnancies, she was smoking again, and down to a hundred pounds. She told me how Jake sat beside her bed, his black medical bag on the floor. Now, he said, lighting two cigarettes, we’re going to smoke this last one together.

Hometowns are full of stories and memories rinsed with color. The dome of the courthouse glowed gold in those years. The main throughfare ran uphill from Main Street past the largest, most bountiful houses. It was still lined with tall trees whose dense, leafy branches met over the street and lifted as cars passed under them, dazzling voyagers with sunlight, or showering snow. Open fields bordered our house. Tasseled corn filled the fields in summer, and thick stalks of Queen Anne’s lace broke like fuzzy limbs when we tugged them up by the roots. Telephone numbers were three digits; ours was 788. The fields are gone now but the numbers stay in my mind. Towns and cities change; they grow or diminish, but hometowns stay as we left them. Later, they appear, brilliant with sounds and smells, intense, suspended images that slide through time like the slow, saturated frames of a home movie.




Report of the Spies

I AM FIVE or six one summer, and I go to Bible school at the Methodist church in my hometown. Later I won’t remember much of what we do except the coloring: every day we color pictures of Jesus, knocking on doors, turning water into wine, helping the lame to walk; the pictures have (indecipherable, to us) Bible verses printed under them. I’ll remember the church, how it feels to go there every day for four weeks, as though I have a job or a calling, how it begins to seem familiar, like my house. I’ve never been anywhere else: day care and kindergarten are still unheard-of in West Virginia in 1958, and my family rarely takes vacations. I know I’ll start school in the fall, first grade, and ride the school bus in from our rural road, but that seems a long way off. Bible school is my first alien sojourn and it takes place in what seems an intricate castle-fortress. Mothers walk their children through the wide-flung double doors of the church and proceed down a staircase to the Sunday school rooms in the church basement. For real church we walk up a different staircase through the fellowship room to the sanctuary, a vaulted, massive room so large it holds three endless fanning curves of mahogany pews, flanked on either side by two vast stained-glass windows. I know the lower rooms well because my mother has begun teaching Nursery in the one on the right, the one with the toys. She will teach there for decades while her own children attend Sunday school, moving on through their grade school and high school and out-of-town college years, their marriages and divorces and bankruptcies, through all kinds of things—she will be there still, teaching the youngest children “Jesus Loves Me” while their parents attend Early Service.

Today is the last day of Bible school. We climb the stairs on a kind of field trip to the sanctuary and sit in the first broad row of pews. The empty sanctuary is as big as we imagine heaven must be; we file down the broad scarlet carpet of the central aisle nearly to the chancel rail. I’ve already seen my mother take Communion and I know people kneel in great long lines to drink grape juice from tiny glasses like eyecups, and taste the strange flat wafers, little circular discs that vanish on the tongue. The minister would come down from his carved throne to give Communion and bless everyone with a chalice, wiping the rim after each taste for those who drank the real wine. He kept saying, This wine is my blood which I shed for thee, take and drink this wine … The juice was blood and the wine was blood and the wafer was bread; the bread was the body of Christ. I know Christ and Jesus are the same, that Jesus is the baby from Christmas that grew up and was nailed to the cross. My mother says the cross was in the plan, that it was meant to happen. My older brother, who is eight, says the nails were big as spikes and they went right through Jesus’s hands and feet, and that’s why there are crosses everywhere in the church, even on the front of the minister’s robe. At services, the choir wear plain dark red robes and they stand arrayed in lines three deep above the minister in their special loft; behind them rise the impossibly vast tall pipes of the organ, each one golden, tongued with a slit.

The organist is here to play for us and talk about how the organ works. I’ve worn my best dress for the last day; I sit up straighter and try to keep my crinoline slip from rattling when I move. The organist launches full volume into the hymn she plays during the offering on Sundays. The music falls across us like an avalanche in the empty, echoing sanctuary; the vibration inside us penetrates to the depths of our bones and seems to shake the pew. I know the words: Christ the Lord is risen today. That’s why it was all right that he got nailed to a cross: later he came back to life. Most of the kids don’t know that there are words to the music and have never heard the organ. They immediately cover their ears with their hands and howl, and it takes the teacher a while to calm them down. Then she tells us the story “Jesus and the Children” while we watch light stream through the stained-glass panels of the big window above and to our right. There Jesus sits in his scarlet robe and long brown hair, with children gathered near him like angels; there is an indistinct garden all around them, pale green and lavender and pink. Jesus’s helpers thought he was too busy and important to bother with children, the teacher tells us, and they sent the children away—but listen to what Jesus told them: Suffer the little children to come unto me, and forbid them not, for of such is the kingdom of God. The boys near me lean on one another, the better to lean on me. I smell their boy smell and plant my patent-leather shoes firmly against the pew in front of us, refusing to be moved, wondering what it means: suffer the little children. Why should it hurt to come to Jesus? I know: because of what happened to him. For a strange moment I see, in my mind, the crowd milling below him, all of them in gownlike clothes, looking up in the hot dusty air. The smell of the boys near me is the smell of that old dust, like trampled flowers drying into smoke, and the air is an odd color, luminous and coppery, bronzed almost, darkening. I hear him breathing: I know I’m with him, inside his warmth that is floating and viscous, suffused. I don’t have time to be scared, it just happens, and I come back to myself in the roll and dark float of it, tingling in the shape of my limbs. The boys are grinning. They’ve pulled away and sit laughing, watching me. I look up at the massive image in stained glass but I can’t see. The light has fallen directly into my eyes, directly onto me, like a searchlight; that’s why the boys are laughing. Motes of dust float sleepily near my face and I peer through them at the teacher, who suddenly stops talking and looks at me. I realize I haven’t heard her voice; I hear something else, a murmurous swell of sound and voices and heavy air, a confluence threaded with panic and resignation, as though all the time between now and then was trapped in a shell pressed to my ear. The teacher claps her hands and we’re all getting up and filing out. We’re out of the sanctuary, off the soft carpeting, onto the landing of the broad stairway, which is covered in linoleum, like someone’s back hallway. The boy close behind me whispers, Look, it’s still there. I don’t look but I know he means the light is behind us, pouring down in one piece.

Downstairs in our basement room there’s a party: Coca-Cola, sugar cookies in the shapes of doves, Oreos, and taffy. The teachers organize three whirling circles of Drop the Handkerchief, and as we all run frantically chasing one another in our thick-soled shoes, the concrete ceiling seems to get lower and lower. Colors flash past in a continuum underscored with sounds I remember from upstairs, confused, songlike murmurs, and weeping. I walk out of the circle, my vision furry-edged, feeling for a wall to stand against, and walk right into the teacher. She kneels in front of me, her hair all blowing back, her face brightly lit, moving toward me as though she will never reach me, ever, as I fall away from her. She calls me hon and asks what’s wrong. I answer in the cadence of speech but the words come out confused. Never mind, she tells me, she’s already phoned and my mother will be here soon. Suddenly the boys jostle into us with their full cups of ice chips and Coke. One of them trips, and the ice and sticky syrup hit me full in the face. I’m so hot and flushed that the cold shock feels like deliverance. I taste the sweetness on my lips as I fall forward, slowly and luxuriantly. Voices slide past me: this is my body … take and eat this bread … is she a high-strung child … no, too much candy is all … this dress is ruined … can you get me a wet cloth? My mother arrives early to retrieve me and I sit up as she pulls my arms out of my sleeves. The other children mill around, cacophonous and released.

My mother bends over me, wiping my face until I’m cold, and I tell her I fell asleep.

No, she says, you fainted, we’ll get you some air.

She folds the white organdy dress she’d ironed so carefully into a small paper bag and puts it in her purse, then lifts me up a long way and holds me. We make our way up the stairs as an adult crowd pulses downward. Then we’re standing in bright sunlight on the broad front steps of the church. Other Bible school classes have all ended; there’s loud jostling up and down the concrete stairs. I feel naked and weightless in my slip and panties, amazed that my mother allows me to be undressed in front of everyone. I am floating, it seems, in my mother’s arms, above the crowd. The air blows a shadowy thrill through me, as though what happened in the sanctuary cracked me open and the thrill falls secretly into a deep, narrow space. Here in the noontime summer sunlight, I close my eyes.

I go to church throughout my childhood, sometimes reluctantly, but my mother has such control over us (I can take my children anywhere, she remarks proudly) that we dress up each Sunday and sit quietly in a row, my brothers and I, listening to the hour-long adult sermon. My father, of course, will have none of it; my mother says wryly that he’d never darken the door of a church. When I’m ten the new minister arrives, and I’m aware this is a big occurrence among my mother’s circle of friends. They were devastated to lose the last minister, and my mother heads the committee to welcome the new pastor and his family. His name is Reverend Snow, and I realize now that he was relatively young, maybe in his late thirties. He is average height, with slightly rounded shoulders, a square face, and dark-rimmed glasses; his black hair, slicked back, always looks wet. He’s not cold, like his name; he is ruddy and moist and enthusiastic (my mother’s word); it’s as though the seemingly permanent dew of perspiration across his brow and nose is part of his enthusiasm, the way the scent of aftershave corresponds to the constant shadow on his cheeks. He knows he has a hard act to follow, replacing the handsome, kindly, professorial retiree who ran things at the biggest church in town for thirty years, dealing with devastation in the hearts of so many.

There must be a lot of devastation in our town, because there are so many churches and overflowing congregations: the Central Methodists, the EUB and the Presbyterians, the Central and Southern Baptists, the Lutherans, the Episcopalians, who my mother says are practically Catholic, and the Catholic church itself, down by the car dealership near the city limits. Farther out there are other, numerous sects and fellowships up the dirt roads of the hollows, but the doctors and lawyers and dentists of the town, the professors who teach at the local college, all seem to come here, to First Methodist. There are no psychiatrists in our town, no marriage counselors, no (what would later be called) hospice services. There are divorce courts and lawyers and AA meetings, but those are public, and it falls to the ministers to provide what private counsel there is concerning death, and life—concerning the business of getting through the day. I don’t yet know the word confidante, but my mother has already told me that once, years ago, she asked my father to go with her to talk to the minister, but of course he wouldn’t. I don’t have a problem, he told her. You have a problem, you go and talk to the minister.

Reverend Snow has a secretary to book his appointments: he meets with the men of the church about running the church and he meets with the women about everything else. After services, some of the men and women line up to shake his hand. I do this with my mother every Sunday, habitually, almost unthinkingly, while my brothers run outside to wait impatiently on the church steps. Sometimes my mother is talking to this or that person and I line up without her. Today, as I pass a tray where they’re laid out, I pick up a palm-sized booklet called The Upper Room. There on the cover is Jesus with the disciples, behind a long table draped in scarlet. I know the upper room is where the Last Supper took place; I’ve seen these little pamphlets at home, collections of day-by-day meditations and Bible verses, distributed every month. I glance through the pages idly as I move along in line, but I’m thinking about “The Report of the Spies,” the presentation I had to give today in Sunday school. The disciples all look like spies on the cover of The Upper Room, leaning and conversing, talking behind their hands. One will betray Jesus with a kiss. Boys betray girls that way in Sunday school, teasing, kissing the backs of their hands noisily when the girls get up to talk. They do this to me, but they stopped today, immediately, when Reverend Snow came in. He drops in on the classes, making the rounds, and it seems to be him, too, behind all these presentations—church homework, my brothers call it, and they make no pretense of cooperating. But I find the language of the Bible soporific and odd, with God a mean dad in Numbers, unhappy with the spies. How long shall I bear with this evil congregation, which murmur against me? he asks Moses, and he lets only Caleb and Joshua, who followed him fully, into the promised land; he says all the others shall fall in this wilderness, and tells them their children shall wander … forty years, and bear your whoredoms. I look up whoredom in the dictionary but can find only whore. I know about sex, but this seems more complicated: bear as in give birth, whoredom as in kingdom. Does it mean that the girls who grow up in the wilderness give birth to daughters who have sex for pay? After all, in forty years, they would grow up, moving in packs like wolves, lost all their lives. And what about boy children born in the wilderness: could boys be whores? How would they do that, and who with?

I don’t mention all this in my report. I just say how the Israelites were told by God to displace the sons of giants in the land of milk and honey, how Moses sent his men to spy out the land of Canaan … And what the land is, whether it be fat or lean … They came back to tell Moses the people were strong, and the cities walled and very great, and they made a false report to discourage the Jews: And there we saw the giants, the sons of Anak, which come of the giants, and we were in our own sight as grasshoppers, and so we were in their sight. The spies lied or exaggerated because they didn’t want to fight the giants and lose, and that’s why God was angry.

The boys shuffle in their seats. Fight and lose?

And what do you make of it? Reverend Snow asks me. That is, what’s your impression of this passage?

Well, I say, God wants Moses and the spies to take the land away from the people who built the walls and cities, and whether they’re giants or not, that doesn’t seem right, does it?

I pause in Reverend Snow’s gaze, imagining snow blowing across the deserts of Egypt, across the moving shadows of wandering children.

Reverend Snow nods, waiting.

I mean, I know the Israelites were slaves, I tell him, and have nowhere to live, but God tells them to take the land—

You bring up an interesting point, says Reverend Snow. We need to think about the matter of the chosen people. God does make judgments and demands. He is the champion and savior of those who follow Him, over those who do not. He tells those who have questioned Him that they will fall before their enemies because ye are turned away from the Lord, therefore the Lord will not be with you.

So, because they are chosen, I say, they will have the land.

Yes, he says softly, and from that land, they will spread God’s word throughout the world. He stands up and looks around the room at all of us. It’s not easy to be chosen, he goes on. It’s not like winning a contest and getting a prize. It’s more like seeing what others don’t yet see.

Lost all their lives, I think.

Holding a live treasure that others don’t recognize can be a burden, he tells us, having to protect it and nurture it and explain it, teach it to others. He looks at his watch and nods at me. Good job, everyone, he says.

After he leaves, the boys erupt in a frenzy of noise and we all join in, talking and giggling. A live treasure! Now, in line, I look around for my mother. I already intuit that she knows about burdens. Weekdays, she carries her first-grade lesson plans and graded alphabet workbooks, all carefully corrected in red pencil, the loops of the B’s and K’s and P’s made rounder for kids to trace; on Sundays, she brings books of Bible stories to read to the nursery kids and an art project in a box, all the pieces cut out to be assembled. When I think about what my father carries, I just see him crossing the street in his heavy stride, broad-shouldered, nearly hulking in his winter jacket and felt hat, his head down. I think about The Upper Room, whispers behind hands, voices which murmur against me. Suddenly I’m at the front of the line and Reverend Snow has grasped my hand.

Every Sunday since I’ve come to this church, he is saying, this wonderful little girl has come to shake my hand.

He bends down and kisses my forehead. At the touch of his mouth, a wash of electric feeling pulses through me, startling and nearly painful. I step back in surprise and confusion and feel my mother behind me, her hands on my shoulders. I feel contained in her hands and sense she is pleased at this recognition of me, but I stand quite still, aware of feeling more than any of them intends. Neither fear ye the people of the land, said the words of Numbers, for they are bread for us: their defense is departed from them. A shudder unfolds inside me, a dark, turning thrill, secretive and dense. I tilt my head back to look up, at the oculus in the center of the stained-glass dome above all our heads. Its round window of chartreuse glass is an image of one clear eye, like a mirror, I know, like a spy.




Shop Talk

WHO FIRST tells us what is beautiful? Definitions of beauty are handed down, like stories and myths, absorbed as expressions of a specific time and place. In writing a particular novel, I found myself setting several scenes in a small town beauty shop, similar to one I remember from my own childhood. Beauty shops of that era predated use of the word salon, and there were definitely no male hairdressers. The shops were women-owned and women-operated sanctums in which there were no males of any stripe, unless they were babies, or the loutish teenage sons of the female owners, who walked through purely to rifle the cash register.

Girls need sanctums. It’s probably no accident that a few of the girl characters in my fiction are eleven, twelve, thirteen years old—about the same age I was when my mother began taking me along to her weekly hair appointments. My incursions into the world of beauty were part of my mother’s campaign to get me to cut my long (in her view) scraggly hair, a prospect I continued to view with suspicion, but I grew fascinated with the beauty shop itself. I was invisible there, privy to conversations not usually conducted in my hearing. Lulled by the sounds of the machines, I feasted on trash magazines my mother would never have allowed me to peruse. All around me, women were submitting, being serviced and done to. They engaged in truly archetypal gossip, touching on their own deepest fears and desires, trotting out other people’s stories as parable and warning. Later they got washed. Quiet now, they lay back in their chairs, heads swallowed up by the deep, slotted sinks. I noticed how their legs fell slightly apart. Their hands relaxed. Uniformed girls massaged their scalps with careless efficiency, and the women closed their eyes. Their faces took on a somnolent wistfulness that almost scared me, and I looked away. I’d witnessed attitudes of such surrender only at the movies, in love scenes between men and women, and those, of course, weren’t real.

Women went to the beauty shop to be with other women, to engage in private rituals that supposedly had to do with men, yet the men were wholly absent. They were sometimes discussed, but never as objects of desire, not as the heroes or princes my friends and I expected to encounter, out there somewhere, far beyond the adolescent boys with whom we were forced to contend. Conversations between women here skipped all that and presupposed a middle passage I resisted contemplating. Nowhere in the talk could I detect the dark pulse of promise sex had already acquired for me, a pilgrim at the gates. Women at the beauty shop didn’t talk about sex or refer to their own hopes or traumas. They did talk about instances of seduction, other women who had strayed, but it was always wholly the woman’s story, as though the man and the smell and feel of him were incidental. There were stories of triumph: She finally told him to hit the road. Or, I looked him right in the eye and said, ‘There are laws to protect me from men like you.’

Women who came weekly to this shop ranged in age into their eighties, but my mother and her friends must have been in their late thirties. Far younger than I am now, they’d been parents for close to fifteen or twenty years and were veterans of what seemed generations of marriage. They referred often to their grandmothers, who seemed to have known one another, too. They knew the stories of those partnerships and misalliances, the childbirths and early deaths, the wayward siblings and how they grew, the musings about those who went away and didn’t come back: They never heard from him again, or, She took those kids and left before he got home from work. The stories presupposed years of friendship between women, nurtured in the shelter of church groups and odd clubs, each with its memberships and little gold pins, its small books of rules, its ceremonies. The society of the shop seemed to me a more egalitarian, less severe adult variation on the theme of girls’ secrets. What happened there became a grown-up version of my first understanding of secrecy—those moments when a favored child of my early life crooked a finger in my direction, whispered, I’ll tell you a secret, and put her mouth to my ear. The words might be indistinguishable from breath itself, from the sweaty hand on my neck, but it didn’t matter. Those secrets bore the scent of our coltish bodies, of weeds and bushes, an earthy smell. In the beauty shop, words did matter, and the smell was chemical. Women didn’t speak in whispers here—they didn’t have to; the story was communal.

Still, beauty shops were a double-edged sanctuary. Here we were initiated into womankind as it existed in our town, but we were also made to understand what hard work it was to be beautiful, or even presentable. How it never came naturally. I remember finally sitting in the chair that pumped up and down with a foot pedal, staring at myself in the mirror. May, the proprietor of the shop, stood on my right, and my mother stood on my left. They debated what to do with me.

Look how short her eyelashes are, May said.

Yes, mused my mother, I’m afraid she’ll always be a plain Jane.

How about a short cut? May said. It’ll help her hair thicken.

And so I emerged, ashamed, my long hair chopped off nearly above my ears, with a haircut called a pixie.


I grew up hearing my hair was straight as a stick. Hair, all hair, unless it was obliterated, had to be cut, styled, rolled, sprayed, and permed to hold a curl.
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