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“You don't say,” Bessic exclaims,
feigning excitement. She wonders what
the blue light ial was. Last time she

was at K-Mar they had men's socks, six
pairs for a dollar. "Course, Elmer was
alive then.

“It’'s the God's wuth. Fell over and
died.” She accepts the rose that Bessic

cuts for her, all dewy pink with vellow
tips. She sniffs it carefully, *You know,
Bess, this flower doesn’t smell at all.”

“Maybe your nose is wornour.™ That
happens when you get old.

I suppose,” Myrile says vaguely.

Bessie ignores her, pruning swiftly
and silently. Fimally sanshed, she turns
to her guest, "1 don't know when ['ve
sgen yuch a year.”

“1 know,” Myrtle continues for her,
* first]oe, then Elmer, then Florence, and
then my Homer. And now Ralph. My,
my. | do suppose the good Lord knows
beir.” She erosses herself.

“Iwonder wha'll be nest,® Bessie ven-
tures:

“Why, Bess Horon! That's: dread-
fully morbed.”

“Oh, I don't think so. We've all got to
goeventually.” Somehow she enjoys up-
seiting Mymtle this way. Ever since
Homer died in April, Myrtle has been
coming over every afternoon. She can't
tend the garden m peace anymore.

*Well Bessic, of coune | know that,
but it docan’t do a person any good to
dwell on "

“Why noti™ Bessie challenges, open-
ing the back door and helpi ?:r friend
up the concrete steps. “1t's afact of life.”
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Myrtle shudders. “Maybe for you it
is, but I still don't like to think abourie.™
She hangs the cane on the back of a
wooden chair and eases hersell down,
“Sure would be niceto have acup of rea.”
She takes a wrinkled handberchief from
her groen floral tent dress and mops her
forchead.

Bessic sets out two plastic cups. Ever
since her stroke, Myrle always drope
things and Besie doesn 't feellike cleaning
up any more broken glass. She poursthe
cf:':llcd tea and puts the piccher back in
the icebox. She adds two envelopes of
Sugar Twin to each cup, on account of
Myrile's diabetes and her own growing
waistling, “Don’t per far after | die,”
Elmer warned her. She wn't fat, really.
She just needs w get out and caeilisve
more. Ride the bii;:.'l:lc. But 4 andem
1sn't much fun alone.

“Lo when's the funeral ™ she asks, al-
resdy mulling over what 1o wear. Per-
|'|;||'r= t!“ ]'rrl:lwn — T 'H!:I'll”ltl!‘. .inﬂ ﬁ
doesn’t need ironing.

“That"s the worst thing, Bessie, Gen
says there won't beany service. Can you
imagine? [ never heard of such a thing.®

=0h, L don't know, Seems like a waste
of money to me,” Bessie comments, stir-
ring; her tea.

* Butshe's having him cremared, Bess,
Mot even a proper burmal I gave Homer
a nght proper ACIVIEED whcnrﬁn P:.'u-td. 1
o to the cemetery onee & week. That'sa
wife's duty.”

'{']lh, llut}r-wlﬂmn-nr}-. What pood w
it, really, hiding a body in 2 wooden box
sothe living can go o weep and wail over

—
it? And those silly tones: “Here
Lies So-and-5a, He Was a Good Man.”
Like they'd really write, ‘Here Lics the
Town Drunk, He Bear His Wife and
Always Stunk.” Whaz a big wasic of
money.”
“I don't know, Bessie. Lt pust doesn’t
seem right. I've pre-arranged for mine,
rou know, down at the Willow Rest
ome. That way after I'm gone [ won't
have to worry about 1™

“Well of course not,” Bessic points
uu:,'sw’llb:dnd!'h?nmrﬁm“yﬂh
is 30 dense; she knows she ought 1o be
kind, but she can’t help it

“Mrs. Horton, you are just horrible.
Honesty!™ She surugples to her feet, tee-
wering on her canc., “I'll be going now.
Than you for the tea, and the flower,”

Bessie warches Myrile fighs to open
the door and clump-clump-clump down
the stairs. A small smile i frozen on her
face, partly from satisfaction and partly
because she knows that Mr. Fellin from
the bakery will be by with her crusty
rolls in half an hour, Thank God she still
has all ker veeth.

Cth, no, the damn phone. Leaveme be,
she thinks. I don’t want to sit for a free

rait. Who would look at it? Mynle
wud one done and placed it at Homer’s
grave. The vandals stole it and Myrtls
cried for three days,

“Hello:™

“Hi, Grandma!™

“1 am not vour grandmaother.”

“0Oh, Mom, come on. You're a
grandma now. It’s okay for me 1o call
you that.”

“It 1s okay for Thomas and Allson o
call me Grandma. It is not okay for you.
Your grandmother is dead.”

3 Mom, all right. Say, the reason |
called ==

“How are they?"

-w}.}al

“My grandchildren,™

*“They re fine, Mother, but ="

'Wdi’.gﬂa-:l. And howis thatwretched
beavof yours? What's his name? Egbent?
Edsel?”

“Ethan, Mother, and he’s not
wretched. [ —"

=Well why won't he marry yoo then?
Two children and anice house and obvi-
ously he's sleeping in your bed and doing
whio knows what w yoo every night.”

*Mother! What Ethan and [ do inbed
is mone of your business. We don't need
to be marmed. Our commitment is
stronger beeause we trust each other.™

*1s thatwhy vou called me cryving last
summer to say that Erhan was carrying
on with some bimbo in his office?”




“Mother, thar was a long time urh

“Well,”™ she sniffs. . i

“Anyway, Mom, | called to tell you
something exciting.”

“What now?”

“I'm nant.”

She should say something like, *Well,
1sm't that mice,” but she simply docn’t
feel like it.

“Come an, Mather, vou know we've
been n?'ing for rwo years. Aren't you
happy tor me?™

rﬂBﬂai: gigeles. "Seems to me there's
only one way to get nant. And in my
day, we didn't mf::‘fi achore. A man
and a woman ought to treat sex like a gift
from God, instead of always cxpecting it
to bring you something. You two just
had Alhson, anyway.”

“Mother, I've never beard vou ulk
like this. ls something wrong?®

*Good heavens, girl, no. I'm nota vir-
g, you know,”

“Well obviously, Mother, bue —"

“Well, what else did you have 10 1ell
me#™

“1t"s a boy. I'm due in Jan iy

“What do you mean, it's :lltroy}rE Did
you consult a psychic? | never went for
that sort of stuff.”

“1 had ultrasound.”

“That was scupid.” Honestly. She saw
it on television once, thar young snip
Connie Chung or someone, watching
some woman with a hlﬁ far naked belly
all covered with grease. They stuck some
sort of contraption on her, looked like an
electnic razor, then brz-haz and the ather
machine madea black-and-white picture
of a baby. Bessic knows that picture was
a fake. You can't see imide anyone's

belly.

'i'ly doctor wanted o make sure the
baby was healthy.”

“Why would you do thar? Are vouon
drugs?™ Kare acts like such a floozy, and
Ethan, well Ethan is a Democrat., She
knows all about Democrats.

“Ma, Mother, Hang on a u.'curul, Al
lison wants to say helﬁ:."'

*Bla ga ba ha!®

“Hello, Allison, 1 haven'tthe faintest
idea what to say to you. You don't un-
derstand anything. You're just a silly
child.”

“Mum mum mum!”

“MNo, I'm not your mom. You and
your maom seem to have mixed up your
roles. Well, thar’s not surprising. Poor
livtle Lamb, being raised ina house full of
kooks.”

*Bla bla poo mum!™

“Mom, I've got o go. Allison has 1o
gopotty.”

*Goodbye, then.”

*Are you sure vou're okay?”

“I'm fine. Take the baby tothe toiles.”
She hangs up. Kate would be far beter
off withour those rwo brats. She was
going 1o dennal school when she mer

Ethan and pregnant. Dropped out,
o, [ tume to find hersell. Beasie
knows the truth abour that garbage.

She changes into a pink gingham shift.
*I will go harefoor,™ she decides out
lowd.

Oh no, not again. “Hello, what do
vou want now? "

“Mrs. Hortan? This is Vinnie Fellini,
from the bakery.” She loves how he says
Mrs. — more like Miz but not at all like
that new-fangled women's lib Ms. stuff,

“Yes?™ He never calls first. He re-
minds her of Elmer when he was young.

“I'm afraad there's l:n:w.n a mi.}l:-up. 1
didn’t hald your ralls. Cu-uldIbu'inE you
a :;uhu:.- boaf im1|n¢‘.t.:l?}'3I =

e contemplates this. She supposes it
will be all ri hr. even good for a change.
What the hell. *Very well, then.”

*Sliced?"

*Mo, Mr. Fellini, T can sull manage
my bread knife.” Stupid young man,
probably thinks she ought to be locked
up in a nursing home. Just because she's
78. Mext thing you know they'll come
and rake all her forks,

She udies the kitchen, setting a pf.ll;:
for herself, She stares out the window at
the other houses on her street. Th:‘:‘r all
look the same, a p:.'rz.-de of ?a.l'be! Cape
Cods with gi:rll aaks aut 'rnn.t_ Erfm'r
he died Elmer wanted to move to Flor-
ida. Palm trees there. And enormous
cockroaches. s

“Mrs. Horton, I'm L 3
rap, Tharwas fast, Mr, Fv:]]ihi'sﬂ':gl E
through thewire mesh of the sereen door.
She sees that his eyes are tired — proba-
bly from stying up all night with that
new baby. He is brandishing a baguete,
and a brown rgrocery sack. Mot one
of those silly white plastic things with no
use whatsoever, but paper. Good solid

Papes.

“Indeed,” Bessie remarks, unhooking
the latch. *1 see you've failed 1o bring me
a proper loaf.”

*1, uh, we, uh —"

“Mever mind, young man. Bread is
bread. Unless it's rye. rﬁalr those damn
seeds, What good are they? Seeds are for
birds.”

He ponders this for a minute. “But
some seeds are good.®

“Oh, God, boy, they"re all good. Lis-
tem, Mr. Fellini, just because this old
lady says she doesn’t like something >

A matter of character

*Strong characters make strong
startes, " the judge noted af
Pamels 8. Brown's winning work,
P e v tiblbicton of

*I reation
Besste to be memorable and
three-dimenstonal,” the ju
sasd, “I was alto rnpresied by ber
ablity to render a senior ctizen, &
widoww, barh feisty and vulner-
able — im what is a poignant
story — withont resarting to
stereatypical soupiness. sory
has bite along with ity sentiment. ™

Brown s a junior at Obio
Srate who stumbled onto fiction
writing. “I took fa creative
writing conrie] becanse it fit my
x‘ﬁrﬁﬁr.' she said.

it alvo fis ber talents, Last
year, the first short story she ever
wrote placed second i the
English department s fiction
comiest. “f was shocked it placed
at all The award gave me a lot of
coMTage. "

Brown says the sory “Sweet
Corn " was “fuit theve; it needed
to b written, Tfn";r sreies fust
appear in mry bead. "

She readers will see in it
the incredible richness of life. “We
stereotype the elderly and take
them for granted.” she said “We
think we know wiat the elder
are suppased to be lke; it deligins
me when they're nor.

Brown writes becanse Ity
wihar I'm mcant fo do.”
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